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This thesis focuses on how some Chinese villagers confront, negotiate and engage 
in the rapid changes of modernity through their daily consumption practices. I define this 
process as negotiating modernity through consumption. Attention is paid, in particular, to 
the period after the economic reforms since 1979. My field location is a village in 
Xiaolan township, Zhongshan, in the rapid changing South China region. 
To the villagers, modernity is a dominant discourse of their social life, which they 
perceive as a goal to attain. The meaning of modernity is interpreted as continuous 
progress in achieving the living standard of the modern industrialized world. With the 
ethnographic research, I shall examine the dramatic transformation of rural life in 
relation to the consumption of material goods. I shall demonstrate that the villagers are 
active agents in constructing their imagined model of modernity. I see this as a daily 
activity, that is, the villagers actually deal with modernity in their daily life. 
In this respect, the villagers' satisfaction, joy, pride and frustration are intermingled 
in the attainment of commodity products. This is especially true to the younger 
generations. The younger villagers have greater desires for material achievement in order 
to be 'modern' and 'civilized'. I shall argue that consumption is a cultural process 
through which people define themselves by negotiating modernity, (modernity, 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.1 Aim of the study 
This study aims to explore how some Chinese villagers confront, negotiate and 
engage in the rapid socio-economic changes of modernity. I define this process as 
negotiating modernity. I shall relate the villagers' changing consumption practices to 
study the issue. 
The issue of modernity has long been debated within the industrialized world. 
Some scholars argue that we are now in the age of post-modernity or late-modernity. 
However, to many people in Mainland China, modernity is a current and dominant 
theme in their daily discourses�This explains why the concept of modernity is 
important in understanding the Chinese context. For this reason, I shall address this 
issue ethnographically to explore rural China in transformation. My field site is a 
village in Xiaolan township, Zhongshan, in the rapidly changing South China region. 
1.2 The Road to Chinese Modernity 
China has been undergoing great socio-economic changes since the beginning of 
economic reform in 1979. This is the pursuit of modernity. Under the leadership of the 
late leader Deng Xiaoping, China has embarked on a type of socialism with Chinese 
characteristics. It is useful to study changes in the rural areas as a way to understand 
1 As Rofel (1992: 108) writes, China's search for the modem is not new. Some argue that the process 
dates back to as early as the sixteen-century Ming dynasty, whereas some would insist upon other 
periods such as the 1949 Revolution as the turning point. However, it is obvious that the search for 
modernity acquired a new intensity in China since the 1979 economic reform. 
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contemporary China for two reasons. First, traditionally China has been an agricultural 
society because industrialization has primarily only been promoted since the 1950s. 
Second, China remains overwhelmingly a rural society. Some 70% of the 
population of China live in rural areas^ (Ash 1998:440). It is thus impossible to ignore 
the rural population when we study China. The introduction of a market economy, 
de-collectivization and industrialization of the rural industry have all had tremendous 
impact on the villagers. Many of them have left farming and are engaged in 
non-farming activities. Some have benefited from these changes, and their lives have 
improved significantly. This unprecedented change makes it an important case to study. 
In 1992, Deng Xiaoping paid an official visit to South China. He called for 
speeding up of development in the region, and proclaimed a new state orientation: 
capitalism with Chinese characteristics. It was hoped that, by reform, China would 
strengthen itself economically and politically. Since then, the region has undergone 
revolutionary socio-economic changes. 
As pointed out by Ong (1996:67-69), the concept of 'capitalism with Chinese 
characteristics' is a reconstruction of capitalism that 'promises productivity 
(competition and greater income), security (a rising standard of living) and seduction 
(expanded consumer choice)'. By Chinese characteristics, this means the economic 
development for modernity is different from the Western models. This pursuit of 
modernity is not equivalent to westernization. As Mouzelis (1999:153) writes, Chinese 
2 Nowadays many villagers such as from the Pearl River delta enjoy modern lifestyles as the urban 
people do. Many villagers take up various industrial or commercial activities for a better living. One 
should note that villagers in China are highly differentiated. 
2 
modernity combines foreign capital-led economic development with rigid political 
controls. Despite the introduction of market economy, China remains a socialist state. 
It is useful to clarify some concepts before we go into the discussion of my central 
theme of modernity and consumption. I shall give some ideas of the theoretical 
framework in the following paragraphs. 
1.3 Modernity and Consumption 
Modernity generally implies 'modernization, a continuous process of 
improvement in the capacity of humanity to manage and control its physical, social and 
cultural environment for its own benefits' (Waters 1999:xii). As Waters (1999) 
continues to point out, modernity leads to an infinite series of steps of progression and 
changed It includes economic, political and social development. Mouzelis (1999:156) 
writes that modernity entails a 'destruction of traditional localisms', an unprecedented 
process of social mobilization and institutional differentiation. 
British sociologist Anthony Giddens (1990:36) states that the idea of modernity is 
inherently a contrast with tradition. He provides an influential account for modernity. 
Giddens (1990:1) sees it as roughly equivalent to the industrialized world, since 
modernity first originated in the Western Europe from about the seventeenth century 
onwards, and the influence has been worldwide because of globalization. Modernity 
3 Ulrich Beck, an influential German social theorist, offers a different and challenging view towards 
global social change. Beck (1992) argues that change may be destructive because post-industrial 
societies are increasingly characterized by risk or 'manufactured uncertainty', that is associated with 
technological development, social relations and risky organizational activities, e.g. ecological disaster 
like Chernobyl accident. For Beck, an industrial society is a risk society, that the production of risks 
overshadows the techno-economic 'progress'. 
’ 
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involves certain ideas of the world being open to transformation by human intervention. 
Also, it entails a complex of economic institutions, industrial production and market 
economy. In particular, capitalism is a major component of modernity (Giddens 
1990:55). Politically, the rise of political institutions such as nation-states and mass 
democratic movements are elements of modernity. As Giddens (1991:22) points out, 
“no one can 'opt out, of the transformations brought about by modernity", and people 
should live in a more reflexive way to face the fast changing social world. 
The industrialized societies in the West are economically and politically powerful 
because they had an early start in industrialization and modernization. This explains 
why modernity is often seen by many as western. Following this argument, many 
non-Western societies are becoming 'modern', too. However, their modernization 
should not be confused with westernization. Each society has its cultural and traditional 
roots and it is too facile to say that we can ‘throw away' our own cultures for the sake of 
modernity, Jin (1992:202) writes that a nation-state cannot have modernity without its 
own tradition. All over the world, we can see local people resisting foreign cultures 
while reinventing their disappearing traditions. In this direction, I agree with Hannerz 
(1996:44) that 'modernity may involve continuity as well as change'. One should be 
concerned with the question of how modernity goes with cultural difference, that is, 
how to be modern and different at the same time. 
Eisenstadt (2000) argues that the contestations and tensions of modernity open up 
multiple modernities. With different conceptualizations, aims, values, resources and 
historical burdens, different societies have their own ways to go modern. Eisenstadt 
(2000) says that the modernization process requests 'the modern transformation of 
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traditions'. I shall extend his concept and see it as a re-construction of traditions with 
people's own imaginations. For example, Japan is highly modernized and industrialized 
but the society as a whole remains distinctively Japanese (c.f. Tobin 1992). 
The above theories of modernity suggest that the conceptual understandings of 
modernity is contested and complicated. Rofel (1992: 107) also writes that modernity is 
"an 'empty set，category, a site of continuous hegemonic power plays and thus shifting 
meanings". It is ideologically variable. The question is, how do the local people 
‘contact, modernity and 'produce' the meaning of it? I believe it is useful to address the 
issue and ‘locate, modernity ethnographically to see how culture is reproduced and 
reinterpreted, as to understand cultural continuity, discontinuity and diversity. 
I shall explore the changes of consumption in a Chinese village to understand how 
some villagers construct their social world in the face of cultural changes, I therefore 
wish to further define my framework negotiating modernity through consumption. As 
Giddens (1991:5) writes, when our modern social life is 'reconstituted by the dialectical 
interplay of the local and global', the individuals are increasingly forced to 'negotiate 
lifestyle choices among a diversity of options'. Oakes (1998:7) suggests a 
process-oriented approach to explore modernity. He argues that modernity embraces 
two opposing forces: on the one hand, our lives become increasingly rationalized 
through technology, science and so on. On the other hand, we are offered more chances 
to struggle for the modern subjectivity, to define ourselves. 
I shall see modernity as a dynamic process and I want to explore how the process 
at work among the villagers. I also perceive, modernity embraces elements both 
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tangible and intangible (e.g. material artifacts and ideology), that comes from the 
outside but is permeating and transforming the social world of the villagers. Thus, 
modernity is not passively received by the villagers, but it is reinterpreted and 
negotiated actively by them. For example, villagers consume ‘modernity’ differently 
according to their income levels and this brings about a process of negotiation. 
Modernity is then an experiential process that villagers negotiate it with their own 
subjectivities. By negotiating modernity, I mean a dynamic process through which 
human agents confront, negotiate, and engage in the social-economic changes of 
modernity. I shall also define generally my usage of consumption in this context. By 
consumption, I mean a decision-making process that involves how people spend their 
money among a variety of choices for achieving certain purposes. The choices such as 
of food, leisure, clothes, transportation, education, and other services are relevant to the 
construction of the people's imagined lifestyle. 
In order to investigate the relationships between modernity and consumption in 
this thesis, I shall first focus my attention on the issue of capitalism. As stated earlier, 
capitalism is one of the major features of modernity (Giddens 1990; 1991). In a general 
sense, capitalism is 'a system of commodity production' (Giddens 1990:55) that 
involves commodification of labour, economy of scale, and creation of consumption. In 
the capitalist system, the main economic activities are to make profits from investment. 
As Marx (1978) analyses, a commodity is produced for exchange, rather than produced 
for direct use. Those who invest money aim to make a profit and therefore, they must 
make the products desirable. In this process, the desires for consumption are 
encouraged and manipulated by some groups of people. 
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Take Coke as an example. Coca-Cola has successfully created world demand 
through effective marketing. In 1931, the corporation launched the first Christmas 
campaigns and effectively drove people to desire Coke in winter. This was because the 
consumers previously saw Coke as a summer drink. For a century, Coca-Cola Company 
has conquered the world's soft drinks market and 'Coca-Colonisation' has been coined 
to suggest American cultural imperialism (McQueen 1997)4. production of Coke is 
unmistakably capitalistic. This example helps us to better understand the complicated 
and ambiguous relationships between consumption and production in the capitalist 
system. 
As discussed, consumption is central to our modern world because it pervades 
capitalism. The study of consumption is useful for us to better understand the material 
world we live in. Bocock (1993) points out that for many people, the meaning of life is 
to be found in consumption�Bocock (1993:2) reminds us that the ideology of 
consumerism even legitimates capitalism and motivates people to have more material 
desires. As Bocock points out, if one day we are unemployed and have no money, we 
will be upset just because we cannot afford to live up to the standard that we had before. 
For instance, we cannot afford to dine at good restaurants, buy fashionable and quality 
clothes, go travelling, and have a nice car to drive. In fact, these are commodities that 
we 'desire' to consume, not the real 'needs' for our daily survival. 
Consumption and modernity are mutually reinforcing. With the on-going process 
of globalization, technology, people movement, finance, knowledge, and materials are 
decontextualized as respond to the cultural exchanges. The global cultural flows move 
4 See section 1.4 for more discussion on Coke and consumption. 
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in and out in diversified and overlapping directions, and they are profoundly 
'disjunctive' (see Appadurai 1990). The role of the mass media is especially crucial 
because it sends consumerism worldwide, including to the less developed places. This 
helps to arouse the material desires of many people and eventually shape their taste. 
The consumer culture is spreading across the globe. The decontextualization of cultures 
speeds up in an age of globalization. I see that cultures are 'splashed over，，both in time 
and space. 
1.4 Theories of Consumption 
What is consumption? What are its significant implications in our social life? I 
shall begin with some prevailing arguments in order to understand the issue of 
consumption in relation to modern capitalistic societies. First, I shall introduce an 
influential anthropological concept of consumption by Douglas and Isherwood (1979)� 
Unlike many scholars who pay attention to modern capitalist societies, Douglas 
and Isherwood,s major contribution is to remind us that people in modern and 
'traditional' societies all derive meaning from their use of goods. A typical support is 
the use of goods in rituals. They also see the consumer culture as a system of symbolic 
exchange. In their theory, goods are not only goods, they have meanings. Goods carry 
meaning and this is why they are also markers of social identity. Therefore, the meaning 
of goods must be understood contextually. 
However, there are some important aspects that deserve our attention. For example, 
if goods have meaning, what is their social significance when people are using specific 
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items in different cultural contexts? How does the use of goods produce and reproduce 
social inequality? Douglas and Isherwood (1979) fail to provide us with details about 
the relationship between symbolic exchange and social inequality. They also fail to see 
the changeable nature of power relations in a social system (Lury 1996:14). It is useful 
for us to explore the issue from another perspective that may answer some of these 
questions. We shall look into the discussion by the early American economist, 
Thorstein Veblen. 
Veblen (1912) studied the consumption of the 'leisure class' in the United States in 
the late nineteenth century (Bocock 1993). He studied a group of idle business elite that 
continuously struggled to display their possessions to show off their status and wealth. 
These nouveaux riches wanted to achieve the lifestyles of those of the upper class in 
Europe. The term 'conspicuous consumption' was coined to refer to the behavior of 
these people who conspicuously and strategically consumed in order to define their 
status. The implication of Veblen’ s study is that people use commodities to make 
distinctions from other social groups. This is about what and how people struggle for 
their social positioning through consumption. 
We choose our lifestyle to define ourselves through consumption strategy. Veblen 
(1912) has shown us the example of the leisure class, but he has not explained how taste 
and aesthetic judgement are cultivated and formed, thereby influencing our choices of 
consumption. The prominent French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu gives us a powerful 
approach to analyze taste. 
Bourdieu's work Distinction (1984) is about the consumption patterns of people in 
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France in the 1960s. His findings suggest that consumption of cultural goods reaffirms 
and legitimates social differences (1984:56), and this shows how structures of 
inequality are orchestrated in our daily life. Taste and class are interrelated because 
taste is a class-marker. People of different classes have different taste judgements and 
this is expressed in consumption. Bourdieu explains that some nouveaux riches try to 
imitate the upper class culture in the use of goods for achieving a higher status. 
However, their 'habitus' and cultural inheritance such as in food, clothes and music 
give them constraints to share the high culture (legitimate taste) as the upper-class 
people do. Such habitus (or cultural inheritance) constrains people from advancing their 
status. For Bourdieu, consumption is a manipulation of creating and maintaining social 
relationships of domination and submission. 
Bourdieu (1977) argues that people have different social, cultural, economic and 
political capital that limits people to achieve certain wishes. According to Bourdieu, 
education and social origins play very important roles in shaping our habitus. By 
habitus, he means a set of patterns of thoughts and behaviour acquired by actors 
through socialization, that is associated with a particular class (Bourdieu 1977:44). 
These patterns are habitual and are reproduced unreflectively by peopled Habitus is 
embodied. The people (actors) are heavily constrained by internalized cultural 
parameters and the external material constraints^. Concerning Bourdieu's theory of 
consumption, his contribution is highly significant because he reminds us that taste is 
5 Giddens (1984) also gives a similar theoretical perspective that human behaviours are highly patterned 
in the social system. 
6 Bourdieu does allow some human agency in his theory. He thinks that people's practice is also a 
strategy to come up with different outcomes of the interactions among different groups of people. 
However, I find it abstract to explore 'practice' in relation to social changes. As Ortner (1984:157) points 
out, "although actors' intentions are accorded central place in the model, yet major social change does 
not for the most part come about as an intended consequence of action. Change is largely a by-product, an 
unintended consequence of action, however rational action may have been." 
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hierarchical and it is a part of social reproduction. 
Anthony Giddens (1990) claims that modem consumer culture is about life 
politics: politics of lifestyles. For Giddens, the individuals are highly reflexive in 
constructing their cultural identities through their knowledge and resources. In his 
opinion, the individuals are not passive consumers who are manipulated by producers. 
The individuals are active agents who can struggle for their personal and political 
identities in everyday life through consumption. Similarly, Daniel Miller (1987:204), a 
British social anthropologist, also thinks that mass consumption provides people with 
chances to construct different identities, to form social groups in order to define 
themselves. Miller see modern consumption as a 'consequence of consumer activities 
at least as much as a consequence of producer activities' (Lury 1996:48). 
In contrast to the above theorists who pay attention to the consumer side of 
consumption, numerous other scholars have been interested in how commodities are 
packaged and promoted for economic exchange. One representative is the 
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai. Appadurai (1986) studies the dynamics of demand. 
He sees demand as a socially regulated and generated impulse, not an artifact of 
individual whims and needs. Politics create the link between exchange and value. The 
source of politics lies the fact that 'not all parties share the same interests in any specific 
regime of value, nor are the interests of any two parties in a given exchange identical' 
(1986:57). The value of a commodity is subject to the 'vagaries of demand'. This 
means a commodity can have different prices because it has different demands in 
different historical contexts. 
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Appadurai (1986:41-56) reminds us of the relationship between knowledge and 
commodities. Advertising is one of the key mechanisms in the capitalist world to 
generate demands and distribute knowledge of commodities. Therefore, Appaduarai 
summarizes that desire and demand interact and create economic-value of the goods in 
particular cultural contexts. This is why Appadurai (1986:3) proposes that 
‘commodities, like persons, have social lives.' 
Concerning how people desire and demand certain goods in relation to signs, we 
can now turn to the post-structuralist argument by French philosopher, Jean Baudrillard. 
Baudrillard (1981; 1988) thinks that we should understand consumption by studying 
the sign-values, not the use-values of the commodities in the post-modern world. This 
argument provides some insights for studying modern consumer culture because he 
turns our attention from the consumption of goods to the consumption of signs. 
To Baudrillard, a commodity is a mere sign. What individuals consume are 
symbolic signs. In this sense, the sign-value or signification of a good defines its value, 
not in terms of the practical utility�For Baudrillard, many of our 'needs' are in fact 
‘desires’ that are socially created. For example, we often see some people who pay 
much more to buy brand products because they signify prestige, trendiness, status and 
aesthetics, and so on. 
Baudrillard also shares the view that people create a sense of their own identity 
through the consumption of signs. Consumers and producers both live to struggle for 
the interplay of signs that are eternal. To Baudrillard, all of the objects, needs, and other 
social structural realities such as class, gender and ethnicity are 'reduced to images of 
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the social and lived out through the imagistic medium of lifestyle' (Slater 1997:198). 
Baudrillard's arguments are very insightful. However, there is a lack of attention to the 
dynamic of consumer activities if 'needs' are all socially created • 
To summarize, all the above theoretical perspectives have important contributions 
for understanding the nature of consumption. Each is a supplement to the others. We 
should not ignore any of these ideas if we want to examine the consumption issue 
multi-dimensionally and comprehensively. I shall apply the above concepts in my study. 
However, I shall not only study the meaning and symbolic values of consumption. I 
shall also pay attention to study consumption in relation to how the Chinese villagers 
negotiate modernity as daily activity. 
1.5 Consumption in China 
Now let us start to discuss how the study of consumption is important in rural 
China. The prominent Chinese anthropologist Fei Xiaotong (1985:30) says that in 
Chinese tradition, consumption without production is viewed negatively. Fei also 
mentions that historically Chinese peasants were easily satisfied with a low standard of 
living^. However, is this true of the contemporary Chinese peasants or rural Chinese? 
The study by Chan et al (1992) in a Guangdong village suggests that many villagers 
71 find the issue of production and consumption complicated. It is rather facile to deny the autonomy of 
the consumers and just assume consumers' needs are socially created. Take Coke as an example. 
Pendergrast (1993) offers a challenging view and argues that Coke does not simply represent the power 
of transnational corporation (Miller 1997:33). In the 1980s, the Coca-Cola Company had once attempted 
to change the formula of Coke in order to be more competitive than Pepsi. However, such a plan 
triggered huge protest. Many people felt betrayed by the Coca-Cola Company, and they insisted on the 
original taste though they found the new taste good. As Miller (1997:33) writes, Coke is 'a complex 
historical artifact' which belongs ‘as much to the global population of consumers'. 
8 This can be further explored by an important Confucian concept, suwei erxing, which means people 
should accept and be happy with whatever their social positions are. For some general cognitive issues 
about peasants, see Foster (1965). 
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have become materialistic and this has resulted in 'a competition to consume wealth' 
(Chan et al, 1992: 308). Yuan, Law and Ho (1998) study a South China village and 
make a similar conclusion. The villagers have become utilitarian and materialistic. The 
simplicity of village is gone, as seen in the trade in prostitution that was not so obvious 
and thriving before. 
As Yan (1994) points out, there is an emergence of a 'Chinese Dream, in which 
people believe that it is possible to achieve a better and stylish life through individual 
struggle. The rising income together with an introduction of market economy allows 
the villagers to spend their money more easily and construct their identities in many 
ways. We can see that people's consumption behaviour changes contextually. Such 
factors as knowledge, economic power, life experience and the social environment have 
an effect on the values and modes of consumption among the people. Therefore, if we 
study consumption, we cannot ignore the changing social environment of the larger 
society. 
I shall summarize some major points that we have discussed earlier, namely the 
social significance of consumption in relation to people's negotiating modernity. By 
studying people's consumption behaviour, we can reveal many of the villagers' 
perceptions and beliefs that are very often subtle in nature. 
As Douglas and Isherwood (1979) point out, goods have meaning. Do some kinds 
of goods carry special cultural meaning for the villagers? Do they actively construct 
their 'imagined' social identities to make them distinctive from others through 
consumption (Bourdieu 1984)? Bourdieu (1984) and Veblen (1912) (quoted in Bocock 
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1993) both show us the nouveaux riches consume conspicuously to define their status 
in France and United States respectively; will it be the same for the well-off villagers in 
the contemporary South China? If taste is socially constructed, where do the villagers 
get the consuming knowledge and how do they modify it? I shall return to this question 
in chapter 3 when I examine the mass media influences. 
I have mentioned Appadurai's (1986) argument that advertising and consumption 
are mutually reinforcing. Watching advertisements can inform us of the existence of 
certain commodities, and also shape our taste and induce our desires to consume. Are 
the villagers sufficiently reflexive in constructing their cultural identities through 
knowledge and resources as suggested by Giddens (1990)? Will these kind of material 
desires be some ‘power’ for villagers to work hard and strive for economic 
achievement? In the consuming world of the villagers, do they chase symbolic signs 
that give them prestige and status (Baudrillard 1988)? Is consumption an important aim 
and goal for them to live? How does their consumption behaviour reflect the changing 
environment? How do the villagers earn their living to attain their material desires? In 
order to answer the above questions in relation to modernity and consumption, I shall 
present the findings of a rapid changing Chinese village in South China. 
1.6 A Brief Overview of the Tian Village, Xiaolan 
All villages have their characteristics and it is difficult to use one single example to 
generalize about rural life in China. However, certain fragments of rural culture are 
closely related to events in the wider society. For instance, Deng Xiaoping's strategy 
"Id some get rich first,, — heightens the socio-economic development in the Pearl River 
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delta region and has resulted in rapid social changes since 1992. The process of 
economic change has proceeded further and faster than in any other region in China 
(Johnson 1993:133). It could be useful to study rural changes and modernization by 
looking at this area. I have chosen Tian Village in Xiaolan, Zhongshan, as my research 
site. 
I have been to Tian village several times during the last nine years (1992-2001). I 
know my village friends through my former domestic helper Ah De. She had left the 
village and went to work in Hong Kong in the 1950s. She died in 1991 and was buried 
in Xiaolan town. In 1992,1 decided to visit her relatives in order to pay my respects to 
Ah De. Since then I have become acquainted with her relatives. I am always made 
welcome by their hospitality. Also, I enjoy the simplicity and tranquility of the village 
life, so I pay regular visits to this place. My familiarity with the village enables me in 
many ways to do the fieldwork more efficiently, given the time constraint of two 
months and a half of summer vacation for fieldwork. My previous visits have also 
allowed me to observe some changes in the villagers' lifestyle, instead of just relying on 
what the villagers told me. I have seen the villagers go from relatively modest means to 
very wealthy by Chinese standards. Finally, there is no major linguistic barrier and I can 
communicate with the local people more effectively. 
Tian village is a natural village in Xiaolan. Xiaolan is administered by Zhongshan, a 
provincial prefectural municipality in the Pearl River delta of South China. Since the 
economic reforms in 1979, the township government has aimed to develop Xiaolan into 
a modern, culturally advanced and economically influential town with an emphasis on 
economic development. Currently, Xiaolan is an important industrial town in 
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Zhongshan. In 1999, the total gross output value of industry and agriculture amounted 
to 9.9 billion RMB. The township has benefited from economic reforms and it has been 
experiencing dramatic socio-economic changes that make it worthwhile to investigate. 
Tian village is situated on the outskirts of Xiaolan township, close to the six-lane 
Guangzhou-Zhuhai highway. Therefore, the village is easily accessible. By car, it takes 
about 20 minutes from Tian Village to the town centre, where there are banks, a post 
office, hospitals, supermarkets, department stores, hotels, bookshops, western bars, 
mobile telephone shops and even a McDonald's restaurant. Within Tian village, there 
are only some small groceries, restaurants, hair salons and factories. 
Tian village has a population of about 489 people in 96 households. The village 
includes five hamlets. Most people belong to the Tian surname. There are also some 
migrant labourers living there but they are not the primary focus of this study^. Despite 
the above reason, they are important for the economic activities of Tian village, and I 
shall provide more details in Chapter 2. 
1.7 Methodology 
This is an ethnographic study. I find my fieldwork experience in the village 
invaluable. The data collection process helped me to break many of my existing habits 
of thoughts. I was also impressed by the analytical power of some villagers who helped 
9 This study mainly looks into how the villagers face modernity and foreign cultures through daily 
consumption. I believe it is more appropriate to study people of similar background and from the same 
origin. The migrant labourers are 'sojourners', not the ‘xiangxia reri of this locality in a strict sense. The 
Tian village committee does not count the numbers of labourers in the population either. 
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me to look into various issues more critically. 
I did the fieldwork mainly during the summer of 2000, which lasted for two and a 
half months. University policies do not permit longer fieldwork. However, I had some 
advantages that compensated for the time constraint. As discussed earlier, I had visited 
the village since 1992 and I had substantial knowledge of the locality. I am competent 
linguistically to communicate with the people and this saved me from having to learn 
the language in the field. More importantly, I continued to make short visits to the 
village after the summer fieldwork. As such I have been able to observe the changes 
and, at the same time, collect information that I had failed to notice before. In this study, 
I used three different strategies to collect data: participant observation, household 
survey and open-ended interviewing in the natural setting. 
During the whole period of fieldwork, I lived with my key informants, Ah Ming 
and his family (see Diagram 1 for kinship relationships). They are the relatives of Ah 
De, the late domestic helper of my family. Through their connections, I was able to 
become familiar with the local villagers more easily. I had more chances to meet 
different villagers when someone came by and had tea at Ah Ming's house. This gave 
me a natural setting to observe the people's actual lifestyles. I was treated like a 
member in this family and I joined all their social gatherings. By participating in their 
daily activities, I learnt about the life of a village family. 
I sought every opportunity to do open-ended interviewing. This method is useful 
to search for some 'natural' attitudes and reactions of the villagers in their daily 
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conversations. The main daily 'meeting point，for my research was Ah Ming's house, 
because his family was popular in the village and the neighbours liked to come and chat. 
The groceries were also some meeting points where the villagers liked to gather. 
However, they were never a good place for discussions, as the men paid full attention to 
gambling. I attempted to 'disturb' them a few times but this was in vain. During the 
daytime, the women sat along the streets chatting. I sought to join in the conversations 
whenever possible. Other fragments of fact were recorded whenever I had opportunity 
to talk to the people. 
啊0 
0 A O A A T O 
AiiDe 
A t O Q T A I T O A - O 
Ah翻 AhMing Ah:级 
o o o o 
Diagram 1 Ah Ming's relationship to Ah De 
(一 denotes sexual relationship) 
Having recognized that it was necessary to study other families' consumption 
behaviour, and their dynamic views towards the village life, an alternative strategy was 
necessary. I did household surveys to investigate the above concerns. The study was a 
semi-structured interviewing with a questionnaire containing thirty-four questions. 
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This aimed at studying the family's economic status and consumption practices in 
clothing, food, transportation and accommodation. To ensure that the questions were 
sensible to the villagers, I did some pre-test work with my main informants, on issues 
such as free listing and scaling of consumer items. After having their comments, I 
modified and reformulated some of the questions. 
It was due to the sensitivity of certain questions concerning the people's economic 
activities and status that I chose to complete this research in the last stage, as also 
suggested by my thesis supervisor. All household visits were done in August, 2000. 
Before going into the details of my household study, I shall explain how I selected 
the sample. I combined snowball and quota sampling methods to identify prospective 
families. With some help from my informants, I chose sixteen households^^ 
representing seventy-nine villagers (see Table 1) for more intensive interviews in order 
to understand their consumption behavior more deeply. They were chosen from all 
hamlets of the village, representing a range of economic status based on their family 
income, as shown in Table 2. The lowest family income group earns about RMB 
1,001-5,000 yuan representing 56 % of the selected households, whereas there is only 
one family (6%) earns more than RMB 50,000 yuan per month. We can see that there is 
a big difference of family income between the poorest and richest. Further details about 
the economic activities of the villagers will be discussed in Chapter 2. 
I believe the sample of 16 households is enough to reveal some facts of the village life. In the 1980s, 
there were only about fifty households. As the next generation married and partitioned from their natal 
families, they created their own household status. The number of households increased to 96 in 2000. 
2 0 
Table 1 The population size of the interviewees for the 16 household survey 
Total population Interviewed population (%) 
489 79 (16.16) — 
Total no. of household No. of interviewed households (%) 
96 16 (16.67) — 
Table 2 Distribution of the selected 16 households by monthly family income 
Monthly family income in yuan No. of selected household (%) 
<1000 0 (0) 
1,001-5,000 9 (56) 
5,001-10,000 3 (19) 
10,001-50,000 3 (19) 
>50,000 1 (6) 
In every visit, I was accompanied by one of my key informants. My informants 
and the interviewees all said that the villagers would not have answered me if I had 
gone alone. This was because the villagers living in another hamlet might not know me. 
Also, this was the first time they had met someone doing a household study and they did 
not know what the research was like. Some villagers were suspicious of strangers. They 
had good reasons for their suspicion. Some years ago, a well-dressed woman came to 
the village and sold her jewelry at a low price. Many villagers believed her honesty and 
her urgent need of money, and they helped her by buying the jewelry. Eventually the 
villagers found out that the jewelry was fake. Many lost their money, including a 
woman villager who spent most of her savings to buy the jewelry. In order to do my 
research efficiently and successfully, I took my informants' advice and let them 
accompany me when needed. Later I realized that their company was very helpful. My 
informants knew the people and this made the atmosphere more relaxed, and the 
villagers felt more at ease to talk to me. 
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On average, each visit lasted for one and a half hours. One adult of each household 
answered my questions based on the questionnaire. The person had to be aged eighteen 
or above. Moreover, anyone who was older than eighteen were also requested to answer 
the last part of the questionnaire. This was to understand how other family members see 
their village life and to get to know their personal consumption preferences. In this 
sample population, 48 villagers were aged 18 or above, and 31 villagers were aged 
below 18 (see Table 3), In some situations^ ^  I failed to interview twelve of the adults. 
Table 3 Distribution of the selected villagers by age 
Age Total no. of sample size (%) 
Age >18 一 48 (60.76) — 
Age <18 31 (39.24) 
During the interviews, I tried to explore their aspirations of their lives carefully 
and accurately. For example, some older villagers had an unusual time concept when 
they talked about the past. Once I asked a villager the kind of food he normally ate ten 
years ago, he unintentionally and unconsciously talked about his experience in the 
1950s. When there was confusion in our communication, I asked for clarification in 
order to correctly understand their meaning. 
‘1 Some worked in a different region, and the others were always not at home when I tried to interview 
them. 
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1.8 Summary of the Chapters 
In Chapter 2，I provide the background information on my research site. The 
community structure, population, economic activities and the recent social 
development of Tian Village and its administrative township Xiaolan are discussed. 
The dramatic transformation of the village since 1979 is highlighted, too. 
In order to understand how the Tian villagers perceive 'modernity', Chapter 3 
discusses their meanings of modernity. I begin by asking the question: What is 
modernity? The meaning of modernity - being rich and 'civilized' — is rhetorically 
reproduced in the villagers' discourse. They perceive themselves as more ‘civilized’ 
than they were ten years ago. It is because nowadays, in their view, they have more 
money, are more polite, and care about sanitation. Generally, their living standards have 
improved a lot. 
However, there are generational differences in reaction to modernity and life 
fulfillment. The younger villagers are more aggressive in pursing materialistic gains 
and their satisfaction is closely linked up to the attainment of material goods. The older 
villagers are more satisfied with their lives as they compare their present living 
conditions with their past, which is always a bad memory. 
The local government has been organizing different campaigns to educate the 
people, including using TV short programmes and street slogans. The government 
influence is important and must not be ignored. The villagers learn how to be 'civilized' 
by watching TV. One obvious example is that fewer people throw rubbish onto the 
streets nowadays. They know this is not 'civilized' if they do so. Finally, the influence 
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of Hong Kong culture will be addressed because watching Hong Kong TV programmes 
has become a part of the villagers' lives. The influences of mass media are profound as 
it may result in a rapid negotiation of sense of self and identity of the villagers. 
Having discussed the idea of modernity, in Chapter 4,1 begin by investigating the 
ways villagers earn money by negotiating modernity. I shall focus on four individual 
cases representing different groups of villagers to illustrate how they are proactively 
negotiating changes in modernity. The cases not only reveal different villagers' 
mentality and cultural beliefs, but also are seen as pathways to understanding the wider 
society in transformation. 
Chapter 5 will study how the villagers interpret modernity as seen in their 
consumption practices�Various aspects of life, such as housing, food, transportation 
and clothes are studied to suggest a modernizing lifestyle among the villagers. I have 
noticed that there are differences in consumption due to economic and generational 
factors. I relate the differences to the aspiration for modernity that I have discussed in 
Chapter 3. Generally the younger villagers are more stylish and have more economic 
power. I illustrate the arguments with some examples, such as the use of mobile phones 
and debit cards. 
Matters are always more complex than we think. Consumption of tangible goods 
may be used to construct people' cultural identity to be distinctive from others. 
However, there are some other factors such as social security that may discourage 
people from consuming tangible material goods. I shall discuss a household more fully 
in order to explore the issue. This family does not have any 'standard' consumer items, 
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like a telephone or television set, but they spend their money buying life insurance. 
All the above discussions lead to my conclusions in Chapter 6. By way of a 
summary of the findings of this study, I shall revisit the main theoretical issues 
mentioned in Chapter 1 and make some suggestions for future research. 
1.9 Significance of Study 
The task of a social anthropology student is to obtain quality data through 
intensive fieldwork. This is because our aim is to understand the researched subjects' 
behaviour, perceptions and wishes, in depth and accurately. In this case, our samples 
very often remain small. 
In this study, a village is explored but it is significant for us to understand better the 
wider society. As Fei (1999:26) reminds us, a village cannot represent all villages in 
China, but it does reveal a lot of similar characteristics of many other Chinese villages 
because they are all under the same socio-economic and political system. A Chinese 
village is a model sharing many similarities along with other Chinese villages, but not a 
model of all Chinese villages. Similarly, my researched village can show us some 
cultural phenomena that can also be found in other villages in South China. It provides 
in-depth material that many survey researches fail to see. I believe these findings are 
useful for future research. 
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The study of consumption and modernity in rural China is still hardly explored. 
This research is a pioneer study that aims to throw light on how consumerism prevails 
in some Chinese villages and how it has changed the rural communities. The empirical 
data record the transformation of rural life in the rapid changing Chinese society. Lastly, 
I believe this study helps to enhance the theoretical debates of modernity and 
consumption by examining the cultural process of how people confront, negotiate and 
engage in the changes of modernity through consumption. 
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Chapter 2 Tian Village and Its Environment 
The aim of this chapter is to outline the general details of my field site. I shall first 
provide the background information about the Xiaolan town, Zhongshan, and I shall 
then introduce Tian Village, the locale I researched. Attention is paid to the recent 
social development, the community structure, the population and the overall economic 
activities of the village. Villagers have been experiencing dramatic changes since the 
post-1979 reforms. The role of the migrant labourers in the village will be highlighted, 
too. 
2.1 The Xiaolan Town 
Xiaolan is a township in the central part of the Pearl River Delta, South China. It is 
administered by Zhongshan^ a provincial prefectural municipality�Xiaolan enjoys an 
extremely convenient geographic location (See Figure 1). By ship, it takes only four 
hours to go to Hong Kong. The road distance between the province's capital 
Guangzhou and Xiaolan is sixty kilometers only. Daily coach services to and from 
Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Shiqi, Zhuhai and Hong Kong are available. The township 
covers a total area of 71 square kilometers, within it the total urban area is 9.3 square 
kilometers. Xiaolan is divided into urban and rural areas. It consists of seventeen 
village committees . As of 1999, the total population is 150,000 people, including 
1 Zhongshan, together with Dongguan, Shunde and Nanhai, are seen as the 'four dragons' of the delta. 
2 This term has been used since 1999. The official terms have changed from xiang to village 
administrative areas (guanli qu) to village committees (cunwei hui). Each committee administers its own 
natural villages. 
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50,000 people living in the urban areal There are also about 100,000 non-local workers 
who are from other ‘poorer’ provinces. Most of them are from Sichuan, Hubei, Hunan 
and Guangxi. 
Xiaolan is a historic town with a history of more than eight hundred years. Since 
the Ming dynasty, the people have grown chrysanthemums and there are 
regular flower festivals. There is a big chrysanthemum exhibition for every sixty years. 
For this reason, Xiaolan is also called the 'chrysanthemum town，*. The last exhibition 
was held in 1994. One of the purposes of this exhibition was to give outsiders a good 
impression of the recent development of the town, in order to attract potential investors. 
The township government successfully promoted Xiaolan in this event to push the 
economy to a higher level. During the seventeen-day event, it attracted about six 
million individual visits. 
Apart from the chrysanthemum festivals, the cultivation of landscape plants is also 
significant for the Xiaolan economy. Some people, including some Tian villagers, grow 
landscape plants such as palm trees to earn money. The plants are not only sold locally, 
but also exported to other provinces and even outside China. Thus plant cultivation is 
nationally acclaimed and Xiaolan was named 'The Town of Chinese Flora' (Zhongguo 
huamu zhi xiang) in 2000, along with other fifty-eight places in the country^ 
3 All the statistics related to Xiaolan Township are obtained from the township government homepage at 
http://www.Xiaolan.gov.cn/, unless otherwise stated. 
4 Chrysanthemum is a symbol of local pride and identity. For further discussions on the chrysanthemum 
festivals in Xiaolan, see Siu (1990). 
5 http://www.xiaolan.com/xlnews/0726-l .htm 
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Since economic reform in 1979, the township government has aimed to develop 
Xiaolan into a modern, culturally advanced and economically influential town with an 
emphasis on economic development. The township government actively encourages 
the people to work hard and achieve a higher standard of living. The slogan of the town 
is 'solidarity, pragmatic, hard-working, altruistic' {tuanjie, qiushi, pinbo，fengxian), and 
it has now become the ‘spirit of Xiaolan people'. The socio-economic development of 
Xiaolan is highly significant and successful. Currently, Xiaolan is an important 
industrial town in Zhongshan. Since 1995, the town has received some awards that 
show its achievement in cultural, economic and industrial development. It has been 
honored by the state as 'Star of Chinese Towns' (Zhongguo xiangzhen zhi xing), 
'Nation-wide Township Development Advanced Town\quanguo cunzhen jianshe 
xianjinzhen), 'National Model Town for Spiritual Civilization' {quanguo jingshen 
wenming shifanzhen) and ‘National Hygienic Town' {guojia weishengzhen). Of the 
seventeen administrative areas, fifteen of them have been given awards as 'Zhongshan 
Hygienic Villages' (Zhongshanshi weishengcun) and ten of these fifteen areas have 
also attained the status of the 'Guangdong Province Hygiene Villages'. As the township 
government strategically reconstructs the old urban area and develops the township in 
the 1990s, Xiaolan has become a modern and well-planned town. The State Department 
of Development has selected Xiaolan as the 'Development Test Case' {jianshe shidian) 
and the model in rural development {cunzhen jianshe shifanzhen). 
The above awards show that Xiaolan has greatly strengthened its economy and 
infrastructure with the implementation of the economic reforms since 1979. The 
economic development is profoundly significant since 1992 when Deng Xiaoping 
called for speeding up the development in the South China region. The average 
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economic improvement was at 35.2% annually (Chen 1998:54). In 1999, the total gross 
output value of industry and agriculture amounted to 9.9 billion RMB, whereas the total 
gross output value in 1978 was only RMB 10 million (Liu 1994:112). At that time, 
agriculture was the major economic activity and industry was almost insignificant. The 
development of industry is revolutionary. 
Today the backbone industries deal with metal products and locks, food and 
beverages, household chemicals, home electrical appliances, petroleum and gas 
products, printing and clothing. The local government encourages the companies to 
provide and invent high quality products in order to win the national and even the 
overseas markets. The government encourages foreign and multi-national enterprises to 
establish joint-venture enterprises in Xiaolan. By attracting foreign investment, they 
hope to speed up the development of Xiaolan in technology, economy and business 
management. Famous enterprises based in Xiaolan include Yale-Guli (security 
products), Chant Group and Guangdong Vantage Group (gas appliances and water 
heaters), Moulinex (household electrical appliances), Union Carbide (household 
chemicals) and Robust (beverage production). For the agricultural activities, the aim is 
to promote commercial farming and to increase a greater variety of produces for better 
market competition. Major agricultural activities are pond fish rearing and cultivation 
of landscape plants. 
Sociologist Graham Johnson (1995, 1997; Johnson and Yuen 1997) has studied 
different rural locations such as Dongguan^, Taishan and Shunde in the Pearl River 
delta to show the distinctive regional transformation since 1979 in relation to the Hong 
6 Dongguan in the east, Taishan in the west, and Shunde in the central part of the delta. 
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Kong impacts. Johnson argues that the transformation has been a consequence of the 
indigenous economy, local leadership, location, and the history. These factors are 
interrelated to generate distinctive patterns of development. I support Johnson's 
concept and I shall argue that Xiaolan is also one of the distinctive variants in the delta 
region. The development of Xiaolan is impacted by its advantageous geographical 
location; the township government's strategic planning; the social values such as the 
spirit of striving; local economy; and the history of being a 'chrysanthemum town' that 
attracts tourism. These are all interactive elements to make Xiaolan successful and 
unique in the region. In the following paragraphs, I shall give more details to 
substantiate my arguments. 
The successful economic development of Xiaolan has enabled the local people to 
enjoy a better quality of life. The infrastructure has been greatly improved. The basic 
facilities, such as the supply of water, electricity and gas, are well provided. 
Telecommunication has greatly developed. By 2000, about 95% of the households in 
both the town area and villages had installed residential phones. In the middle of June 
2000, a new two-storey high The Technology City (keji cheng) was inaugurated near 
the town centre. The local people can go there to buy PC related products, software and 
even go online. This building signifies the technological advancement in Xiaolan. 
Though the Xiaolan township government has focused a great deal on economic 
development, it has not ignored cultural facilities. In the town, there is a cultural centre, 
sports stadium (with 4,800 seats), town library, township broadcasting company, and 
some public parks. The people can enjoy a wide variety of entertainment choices. They 
can go to bowling alleys, snooker clubs, foot massage salons, and cinemas for leisure. 
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The rise of income also allows people to dine out more frequently. There are numerous 
hotels, restaurants, bars, teahouses, fast food shops like McDonald's and supermarkets 
around the town. 
Many of these ‘leisure places' were established only in the 1990s. For example, it 
is popular for the Xiaolan people to eat Cantonese dim sum at hotels, and on public 
holidays the restaurants are always full. This phenomenon reflects the rapid 
development of the area. Many people have become prosperous and they can afford a 
globalized consumer lifestyle. 
New consumption concepts and products are always being introduced to Xiaolan 
town. For example, in June 2000, a new shopping mall called Xingbao Shopping 
Centre was inaugurated. It is a two-storey mall which resembles those in France, Italy 
and Switzerland. There is a large parking area in front of the mall, that can 
accommodate hundreds of cars. The mall consists of a very spacious supermarket, 
where one can shop comfortably to buy a wide range of dry and fresh food, live seafood, 
bakery products, wine and beverage, cosmetics, clothes, accessories, small furniture, 
audio-visual materials, daily commodities, home electrical appliances and so on. Also, 
there is a children's playground, a fast food corner, a bookshop, a sports shop, and a 
high-class European-style western restaurant. One can go there to shop for virtually all 
items necessarily for modern living. This shopping centre thus has become a new 
symbol of modernity in the town. See Table 4 for details. 
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Table 4 Shops at the Xingbao Shopping Centre in March 2001 
1. Supermarket 
Food items: Clothes & accessories: Household products: 
dry and wet food shoes household necessities 
live seafood clothes bed accessories (e.g. pillows) 
bakery bags and luggage 
tea shop hair accessories 
Aji Ichiban (snack shop)* jewels 
drug store 
Tung Fong Hung (dried goods)* 
Electronic goods: Furniture: Others: 
refrigerators garden table sets sports products 
TV sets massage chairs and cosmetics counters 
Cameras and others others audio-visual materials 
stationery 
2. Bookshop 
3. Chinese Herbal Tea Shop 
4. Telecommunications counter 
5. Sports shop 
6. Colourful Western Restaurant 
7. Fast food corner 
8. Children's Playground 
9. Others (e.g. jewelry counters, photo-sticker machine, customer services desk) 
*Famous Hong Kong brand shops 
The township government has also acknowledged the importance of education for 
cultivating future talent. The township government stresses education as an important 
way to meet the target of the cultural and spiritual advancement of the Xiaolan people. 
In Xiaolan, there are schools for different levels, from kindergarten to tertiary education. 
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Ill 1987, the government launched the nine-year education programme (yiwu jiaoyu). 
This proposes that parents should be responsible for supporting their children's primary 
and junior secondary education? (Liu 1994:17). In 1997, the township government 
invested RMB 65 million yuan to rebuild the township secondary school. 
Recently in September 2000, the first international school was set up. It is co-run 
by the Xiaolan government and the prestigious Beijing University, and it aims to 
provide a very high standard of education from kindergarten to secondary school levels. 
The school aims to be international, modern and outstanding. The students will be 
all-rounded, that is, they must not only be successful academically, but also good at 
foreign languages, art, personal development and environmental awareness. As 
proclaimed by the local government, this international school is an important strategy 
for educating future talented people to serve Xiaolan and to revolutionize the existing 
educational system. These students could eventually make good contributions to 
Xiaolan. 
In addition, this international school reflects the prosperity of some Xiaolan 
people. The education fee is much higher than the normal school, but there are still 
some rich families eager to send their children to receive education at this school. For 
instance, the fee for primary education is about 19,600 RMB (including boarding fee) 
per academic year whereas the fee for a normal town-run primary school is about 6,000 
RMB (including meals) and village-run schools about 1,200 RMB (including meals). 
This reveals to us that education has become a commodity that villagers need to 
7 As told by many Tian villagers, they did not need to pay school fees for these nine years of education 
but there were many ad hoc fees to pay, such as classroom construction fees, book fees, and other 
miscellaneous fees. 
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negotiate in consumption. The children of rich families could attend international 
school to receive 'quality' education and be one of the future ‘talented, modern and 
outstanding' personnel in Xiaolan. However, other ordinary children could not attend 
such a 'noble' and quality school even if they are academically bright. 
The government also encourages the people to continue learning for personal 
growth. A slogan called 'Two Thoughts' {Jiang si) is articulated in different social 
contexts. It means a dynamic and proactive Xiaolan person should always learn and 
improve oneself in every situation {fu er sixue, xue er sijin). This is an important 
concept because this provides some clues to see why the people are so highly motivated 
to achieve success nowadays. There is an adult evening school, which offers vocational 
training for the Xiaolan people. Courses offered include basic accounting, business law, 
computer skills and daily English conversation. The government initiatives play a vital 
part to engineer people to learn and achieve. 
With the above background information about Xiaolan town, we can have a 
general picture of the environment which is extremely crucial for us to understand the 
life in Tian Village. The reason is simple. The Xiaolan township government 
administers the village as a component of the township. The town provides various 
services for the Tian villagers, from daily food to home appliances, and the villagers' 
economic activities also have important contributions to the development of Xiaolan 
Township. 
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2.2 Tian Village 
2.2.1 Background 
Tian village is a natural village in Xiaolan. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Tian 
village has a population of 489 people in 96 registered households. It is a 
multi-surnamed village but most villagers belong to the Tian surname. All of the 
villagers hold farmer {nongmin) household status. The status is ascribed by birth. As the 
above population figure shows, the average number of persons in each household is 
5.098. Nowadays, the household size has become smaller for several reasons. First, as 
young male villagers get married, they partition from their natal families and have their 
own nuclear households. Generally, the sons are allocated a piece of land by the village 
to build their own houses when they move out from the natal families after marriage. 
Second, the strict birth control since the late 1970s restrains the villagers from 
having more than one or two children^. This can explain why there are more households 
than ten years ago and the family size is smaller. In the mid-1980s when many villagers 
were still young and lived with their parents, there were only about fifty households in 
the whole village. 
The villagers speak the local dialect of Xiaolan, which is close to the Cantonese 
spoken in Guangzhou. This dialect is their common language in daily conversation; 
even the local TV channel is in Xiaolan dialect. I have noticed that the villagers very 
s This figure obtained from the Tian village head highly corresponds to my findings in the study. The 
average number of persons in the sample of households I studied is 5 (85 persons representing 17 
households). 
9 The number of children varies. For example, in Xiaolan, if the couple's first child is a boy, they cannot 
have a second child. If the couple's first child is a girl, they can wait for four years and, when they receive 
a certificate for reproduction from the township government, they are allowed to bear a second child. 
This reflects the traditional Chinese thinking that boys are seen as necessary for the continuity of the 
patrilineal descent. 
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seldom use Putonghua, the national language. Most of them generally do not speak 
Putonghua fluently either, even if many have received Putonghua education in schools. 
Some may speak it fluently if they need to do business with their Northern counterparts, 
or some have stayed in the North for a period. Their lack of fluency in Putonghua is not 
uncommon among other Cantonese people in Guangdong region. Their language also 
carries some Hong Kong linguistic features. Use of Cantonese and English 
code-mixing is common. This is the obvious evidence to support the Hong Kong 
influences via the televised media. Watching Hong Kong TV is an everydayi�activity 
among the villagers. 
In addition, the ethnic identification of the villagers is interesting and complicated. 
When I asked them who they were, they said they were 'Guangdong people' 
(Gwongdung yahn) and Chinese. However, when they needed to introduce themselves 
to others, they would give different references according to the contextual needs. A 
male villager told me, 'If I meet someone in Xiaolan, I will tell him I am from Tian 
village. If I am in another Guangdong area, I will introduce myself as Xi^oldin yahn. If I 
am outside Guangdong, I will refer myself as Gwongdung yahn. But if I am outside 
China, I will of course tell people that I am Chinese'. The reference of identity here 
reflects the different levels of identity expression used by Tian villagers. 
The village is situated on the outskirts of Xiaolan Township, close to the six-lane 
Guangzhou-Zhuhai highway, which runs through the town. Therefore, the village is 
easily accessible. By car, it takes about twenty minutes to the town centre. There are 
five hamlets in this village, which are in fact divided mainly into five streets (See 
In Chapter 3,1 shall provide more discussion on their habit of watching Hong Kong TV. 
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Diagram 2). The streets are narrow, especially Streets 3 and 4, where cars cannot pass 
through. Streets 2 and 3 are the most densely populated. Street 5 is the most commercial, 
in the sense that there are four groceries, three small restaurants, a hair salon, and some 
factories. There are one or two groceries in each street. Some of these are the important 
public places for the villagers' gatherings, especially for the men. They go there for 
gambling with cards, Chinese chess, mahjong and or to watch people play. 
The grocery stories sell simple daily necessities, snacks, and a limited range of choices 
of meat and vegetables (see Figure 5). For other household necessities, consumer 
products, as well as banking and postal services, the villagers need to go to the town 
centre. 
The village houses are built close to each other because land is limited while the 
population size keeps growing. The distribution of population is a result of personal 
choice, and this explains that those who live nearby are normally closer in social 
relations. Usually married siblings live in the same street; however, there are exceptions. 
Over time, some married siblings and the following generations may need to live 
separately in different streets, because there is no more land on the same street for 
allocation. However, all the streets are within walking distance and it is convenient to 
visit each other daily. For example, it takes me only a few minutes to go on foot from 
Street 3 to Street 4 or to Street 2. 
In the village, one can see a mixture of old and new, single-storey and multi-storey 
houses which characterize tradition and modernity, as well as poverty and wealth. As 
some villagers become richer, they build new houses. The old houses are simple, with a 



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































single storey, and built with bricks and tiles. Currently many new houses are two to 
three stories high, and built with reinforced concrete. Obviously, the new houses are 
more spacious and equipped with modern facilities such as running water, modern 
stoves and bathrooms (see Figure 11). More discussion about the modern housing 
conditions will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5. 
The Tian Village Committee Office is responsible for village development, as well 
as handling the finance of the village. The office is located in Street 2. Outside the 
office, village notices are posted. These include the financial matters and news from the 
township. The office collects the rent and distributes the dividends to the villagers 
• • 12 • periodically . The lands are leased to the villagers or outsiders for both agricultural and 
industrial economic activities. The major agricultural activities found in the village are 
pond fish-rearing and growing vegetables (lettuce, tomato, cauliflower, eggplant, 
spinach), fruits (banana, mango, longyan, guava) and some plants such as various kinds 
of palm trees. The palm trees are commercial landscape plants for decoration and 
making the environment green. For the industrial activities, the factories make metal 
products, beverage, and security products such as locks. 
However, the physical structure of the village will undergo reconstruction in the 
near future, expected 2002. Many of the farmlands and fish ponds will be paved for the 
sake of restructuring. For example, the fish pond between Street 3 and Street 4 will be 
paved. The villagers perceive it as kaifa (development) that will modernize the village 
and will eventually bring economic returns to them. They are positive about the change. 
12 The distribution of dividends among the villagers was a common practice in rural Xiaolan. The 
villagers communally owned the land and each one had an equal share when there was a profit. These 
profits came from some people who rented the land to run factories or to farm or to rear fish. 
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The new land will be used for residential and industrial purpose. First, more land is 
needed for the growing population. Second, the villagers can earn more money by 
renting more factory premises. Third, better-paved and wider roads for transportation in 
the village will allow cars to drive through the village easily. This is much welcome by 
some younger villagers because they are hoping to have a private car one day. 
2.2.2 The Dramatic Transformation of the Village 
By exploring the general background of Xiaolan town and Tian village, we can see 
that the area has been undergoing rapid changes especially in the 1990s. I always find 
the changes amazing and impressive. Every time I revisited my village friends, I always 
found there were changes in both the town and the village. I am always surprised to see 
a new widened road or a new shop or even a new mall after some months had passed. 
This rapidly changing environment has crucial effects on the villagers. Not only 
does the better environment provide the villagers a chance for a modernized lifestyle, it 
also transforms and shapes their life attitudes. This eventually leads to a transformation 
of the villagers. I shall discuss their changing occupation, lifestyles and choices, and 
their mentality towards economic success. I feel that some are always thinking of how 
to be richer, and how to have more consumer goods in order to materialize the ideal of 
modernity. In Xiaolan, there are some prosperous people from other villages, and their 
success gave Tian villagers encouragement and hopes for advancement. In the 
following chapters, we will explore the issue further. 
Now I shall give some examples to illustrate the transformation of the village. 
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First, I shall write about the changes in road conditions. As I have mentioned earlier, the 
village is close to the six-lane Guangzhou-Zhuhai highway. However, it could be 
difficult to imagine that it was a small sand road in the 1970s. This road had become a 
four-lane tarred road in the 1980s and a six-lane road in 1993. The road was widened 
again in 1993 because it was a preparation for Xiaolan to impress foreign investors 
during the big chrysanthemum exhibition in 1994. Currently, this road^^ is under 
re-constmction and it will be widened to an eight-lane road in 2002. This is because the 
current six-lane road is not enough to accommodate the busy traffic. 
Ah Sang was now 35, a cousin of my informant Ah Ming. He told me his 
childhood experience in retrospect: 
When I was a young schoolboy in the mid-1970s, I walked along this 
road to school At that time, it was a narrow sand road, only two-lane 
wide. Every time when there were cars passing by, I would use my 
hands to cover my eyes.�.because it was very dusty and sandy.. .but at 
that time, there were not many cars...may be every 10 to 20 minutes I 
could see a car only. ..In fact, at that time, there were not many bicycles 
on the road either.. .no need to say if there was any motorbike.. .now the 
traffic is so busy, so many cars, and even this six-lane road is not wide 
enough to meet the traffic condition... .but now with more cars in the 
streets, the air is also more polluted. 
Ah Sang's memory shows the rapid changes in road conditions and the increase of 
vehicles between the 1970s and 2000. Now I shall discuss the changing landscape of 
the village. The village has gone through a process of industrialization and 
modernization at a fast speed. 
As seen in Diagram 2 (p.39), the villagers live quite close together because of the 
“This road is part of the Guangzhou-Zuhai highway. The reconstruction is to be done between 
Dongfeng town, Shunde to Zhuhai. 
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shortage of land to meet the growing population. An old villager told me, in the past 
there were less people and there were less houses. Instead, there was mostly the 
farmland where people grew vegetables, fruits and rice, or people reared pond-fish for 
the production team '^^  until the late 1980s. The houses^^ were all flat and small, and 
people could see the whole landscape clearly without visual obstructions. 
During my research, when I walked around the village, there were small rivers and 
some deserted boats. Concrete boats (approx. three-meters long) were used for 
transportation before the mid-1980s for rice cultivation. The rice land was not close to 
residences, and the villagers transported the rice from the field with the small boats 
along the small rivers to bring them back home. The rivers are now left unattended and 
filled with wild plants (see Figure 15). 
With these pieces of fragmented evidence, we could reconstruct the image of the 
bygone Tian village. Since the post-1979 reform, many villagers abandoned farming 
and sought the chance to engage in industrial activities to strive for a bigger economic 
reward. At the time of research, only some older female villagers were continuing their 
farming tradition to grow some vegetables and fruits. This explained why the landscape 
of the village was so radically different from the past. The occupational structure had 
been totally changed. Tian village did have some basic characteristics of urbanization. 
As Zhou & Zhang (1997:109) define, the features of rural urbanization include an 
increase in non-agricultural activities and population, occupational differences, mass 
media penetration and changes in lifestyle. It was clear that Tian village was 
14 The term 'production team' was used before 1979 to refer to the whole village. 
15 The changes in housing conditions will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5. 
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transforming to urban. 
I shall elaborate the current economic activities of the Tian villagers in the 
following paragraphs. 
2.2.3 Economic Activities 
My household study shows that nine families earn less than RMB 5,000 yuan per 
month, whereas the richest family earns more than RMB 50,000 yuan (See Table 2 in 
Chapter 1). Generally speaking, villagers nowadays do not need any financial or 
material support from their relatives in Hong Kong. However, in or before the 1980s, 
some villagers did need help from their relatives. At that time, the commodities and 
food were limited or even unavailable. Many did not have enough food to eat, too. 
Examples of commodities such as colour TV sets, clothes and radios, food such as 
canned condensed milk, cooking oil, sweets and biscuits were brought or sent by the 
relatives in Hong Kong. Village life was relatively homogenous. However, in the 
post-reform era, there is polarization of wealth. A visible sign is the construction of new 
houses. Nowadays one could see the mixture of old flat brick houses and multi-storey 
decorated houses packed together in the village. 
My study shows that all households were involved in farming activities in the past 
as their major jobs. However, as discussed earlier, many villagers have now taken up 
non-farming jobs. This is because they can earn more money by engaging in 
non-farming activities. Of the total seventeen famil ies that I studied, sixteen of them 
received their major family income from non-farming activities. Only one family 
16 This includes sixteen households of the survey and Ah Ming's family. 
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farmed as a full-time job. In addition, eleven families received rent from migrant 
workers as part of their major incomes (see Table 5). Some groceries appeared in the 
late 1990s years to provide convenient services for the non-local workers, too. 
Although the rapid transformation of the area turns Xiaolan into a highly 
modernized industrialized town, some Tian households still kept their farming 
traditions. Currently ten out of the sixteen families were involved in some farming. 
Only one family's main occupation was in farming and pond-fish rearing. This family 
grew different kinds of greens, and the produce was both for market sale and 
self-consumption. Of the other nine families, seven of them grew vegetables and fruits 
for their own use only and two families grew them both for self-consumption and 
market sale. This was because they wanted vegetables that were free of chemicals and 
therefore were healthier. 
Table 5 Sources of family income among village households 
Household Agriculture Non-agriculture Rent 
1 + 
2 + + 
3 - + + 
4 + + 
5 + + 
6 + + 
7 - + + 
8 + 
9 - + -
10 + - + 
11 + + 
12 - + + 
13 + + 
14 + 
15 - + + 
16 + 
17* - + + 
* Ah Ming's family 
+ = Yes, - = Nil 
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My household studies also show that, if there was a family member who did some 
farming, this was always the oldest woman in the familyi?. Younger people and men 
did not go to the farm anymore. For example, my main informant, Ah Ming, did help to 
farm when he was a young boy, in the mid-1980s. He did not farm since he had run his 
factory for a much higher economic reward, and he saw farm work as a ‘dirty job，18. Ah 
Ming's attitude suggests an attitudinal change among many villagers as a response to 
the changing economy. Once farming was the villagers' major activity and the source of 
income. However, many of them nowadays had changed to work in office or factories, 
and disliked farm jobs. 
2.2.3 Educational level 
My research found that the educational level was inversely proportional to age. 
Older people (aged 46 or above) were either illiterate or they just knew to write some 
words through self-learning. The middle-aged group (aged 35-45) had mostly finished 
primary schooling, whereas many of the younger generation (aged 18-34) had 
completed lower or higher secondary schools. One of them had even attended a tertiary 
institution. The differences are not difficult to explain. For the elderly ones, especially 
those over sixty, they were almost all illiterate because there was no school or they had 
no opportunity to study. In contrast, the younger people had more chances for education, 
as they grew up in the environment with progressive socio-economic development, in 
particular in the late 1970s and 1980s. 
1 found this interesting. They are usually the most hard-working people in the family, who spend least 
on consumer goods. 
18 By dirty, he meant the farm was muddy and dirty. 
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Tables 7 and 8 show the general educational levels of the adult villagers. Since 
there were schools in Xiaolan, the villagers did not need to go to other towns to receive 
education. Usually, the Tian villagers studied in the schools run by the village 
committee. The reasons were due to a lower cost of education and geographical 
convenience. In my study, only two children were now studying in an international 
school in Shiqi, the Central District of Zhongshan. They were the daughters of the 
richest man^^ in the village. 
Table 7 The education level attained by the sampled villagers of age 18+ 
Education Level No. of sub jects 
Illiterate 5 
Slightly literate without formal education 5 
Primary 14 
Lower secondary 18 
Upper secondary 9 
Tertiary 1 
Total 52 
Table 8 The education level attained by the sampled villagers by age 
Education Level Age 18-34 35-45 46+ 
Illiterate 0 0 5 
Slightly literate without formal education 0 0 5 
Primary 2 12 0 
Lower secondary 12 6 0 
Upper secondary 8 1 0 
Tertiary 1 0 0 
Total 23 19 10 
19 This family earned most in my household research. 
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2.2.5 Migrant labourers 
At the time of research, there were many migrant labourers staying in Tian village, 
though they were not counted in the village population. I did not focus my discussions 
on them either. However, the migrant labourers did play an important role in the 
economic activities in Tian village. Therefore, I shall describe them briefly in the 
following paragraphs. 
From time to time, I observed that these migrant workers seemed 'non-existent' to 
the villagers, or to a certain extent, the villagers ignored them consciously and 
unconsciously. Since these migrant workers are not counted in the population of Tian 
village, no one exactly knows how many non-local workers live there. I had asked the 
village head about this. He explained that it was difficult to count the population of the 
migrant labourers because they moved in and out frequently. He only guessed there 
were more than 200 non-local workers living in the village. I noticed that the Tian 
villagers and the migrant workers never greeted one other. Though all of them lived in 
this small village, these two groups of people were in fact totally separate in social 
relationships. I deeply sensed that the villagers discriminated against the migrant 
workers. The villagers always commented that migrant workers were 'ignorant, 
uncivilized, poor, silly, dirty and backward'. 
As discussed earlier, some factories were set up after the mid-1990s. The owners 
are Xiaolan natives. Nowadays it is comparatively expensive to employ Xiaolan people 
to work. Overall, the salary of migrant workers is half that of the Xiaolan people. It is 
logical for the factory owners to employ 'cheap' migrant workers in order to maximize 
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the economic gains. As estimated by the village head in August 2001, there were at 
least 600 migrant workers working in the village. 
These workers are from other economically deprived areas in China, who came to 
Xiaolan town to work�They need a convenient place to live near their factories. Some 
Tian villagers saw this opportunity and they started to let some extra rooms to the 
workers in order to earn some money. In other cases, some villagers became rich and 
built new multi-storey houses; they then let out their old houses for the migrant workers. 
Some enterprising villagers even built some small and simple rooms in their garden to 
accommodate more workers to live. Usually, three persons shared a single room, which 
was dark and unpleasant. The villagers can earn at least 120 RMB a month from renting 
a room. One can roughly estimate that these Tian households could at least earn a few 
hundred RMB from this business. 
The opening of small groceries and ‘food stalls' was another way some villagers 
earn money from the migrant workers^^. In the past, there were only one or two grocery 
stores close to the highway. The target customers were some truck drivers who needed 
to buy some snacks or drinks after a long drive. When I revisited the village in late 
1990s, I was stunned that some groceries had appeared in the village. Some older 
villagers had become hawkers who sold their farming produces outside their houses, or 
in front of the factories. One day, I was surprised to meet an old village friend, aged 74, 
who was also a grocery owner, standing outside the factories to sell vegetables. I asked 
him why he was there, he replied ‘I am here to earn money {wan sihk)V He explained 
20 The major customers were migrant workers, but some fifty prostitutes living in Tian village were also 
customers. In Chapter 4, I shall discuss the prostitutes' activities in detail. 
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that his daughter-in-law looked after the grocery, and he ran the stall outside the factory 
and this could double the business opportunities. 
It is true that the migrant workers found the groceries and food stalls convenient. 
Some grocery owners explained to me that many of the workers only had a bicycle at 
most, and they were too busy to go to the local market to shop for food every day. 
Therefore, many non-local workers could shop easily at the village groceries or stalls. 
In addition, I found that the Tian villagers were good at business. They installed some 
telephones at their grocery stores because they expected there was a demand for 
migrant workers to make long-distance calls to their home. We can see that the 
enterprising Tian villagers actively make profits in the changing environment. 
The living condition of the non-local workers was poor, which was a great contrast 
to that of most Tian villagers. Most Tian villagers enjoyed a modern lifestyle with 
various consumer goods. To me, the migrant workers represent poverty and the 
villagers were the symbol of prosperity in this changing village. Unlike the Tian 
villagers, many of the non-local workers are 'unlucky' to be born in poor regions where 
there were little or no economic opportunities for them to strive for better livelihood. 
One of the better ways for these workers is to go to the prosperous towns such as 
Xiaolan to take up low-paid jobs. 
2.3 Summary 
In this chapter, I have illustrated some general information about the 
socio-economic development of Xiaolan and Tian Village. The rapid transformation of 
5 0 
the locale is highlighted. I have shown that the general living standard of the villagers 
has dramatically improved especially since the 1990s. Many enjoy an urbanized 
lifestyle. Most of them have left the farm and taken up non-farming jobs to strive for a 
better income�Every time I revisit the village, I always feel the strong motivations 
among the villagers for economic success and to be 'modern'. This background may 
give us some hints to understand why the villagers have some distinctive interpretations 
of modernity that I shall explore in the coming chapter. 
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Chapter 3 Aspiring to be Modern 
In this chapter, I shall discuss how modernity is an aspiration of the Tian villagers. 
The meaning of modernity - being rich and civilized - is rhetorically reproduced in the 
villagers' discourses. First, I shall explore the meaning of modernity as perceived by 
the villagers. Second, the generational differences in reaction to modernity and life 
fulfillment are discussed. I shall also illustrate two major external factors that shape 
villagers' consumption behaviour: the roles of the township government and the 
influences of Hong Kong culture through the televised media. 
3.1 What is modernity? 
Cheung et al. (1996) point out that societal modernization is not equal to 
individual modernization. We have our own interpretation of the social world because 
our perceptions are socially constructed through our experiences. This is why it is 
crucial to understand first what is 'modernity’ perceived by the Tian villagers before we 
discuss how they negotiate and engage with modernity through the daily life activities 
of consumption. 
One night. 1 talked to Ah Sang, a cousin of my main informant. I asked him what 
was modern, and he said: 'If I have money, I am more modern. I am not backward.' 
Ah Sang, age 37. ran a printed circuited board factory which had about seventy 
employees. To Ah Sang, being modern included a number of attributes such as having 
money, good clothes, household appliances, food, and transportation. Mental thinking 
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and education were included, too. His concern for being modern suggests his 
sensitivity towards ‘backwardness’，and we notice his dilemma in his conversations. He 
commented that 'being backward is the most unfortunate thing' (jeui chaam haih lohk 
hauh) and he stressed that he could not be backward. I tried to understand why he had 
such an idea, but he said that people all over the world did not like backwardness. This 
was why he worked hard to earn more money, and he said 'there are many chances to 
earn money out there (cheok min dai ba chihn weny. Ah Sang was full of confidence 
which he believed to be key for success. 
Many villagers thought that it was important to be modem and not to be backward. 
The villagers were conscious of the differences in their social life between now and 
before. They always claimed that they needed to have jeun bouh or progress. By 
progress, generally they meant to be richer and more 'civilized'. In fact, I observed that 
they still had a strong unpleasant feeling of being villagers (xiangxiaren). The villagers 
always emphasized that ‘the farm village has changed a lot, and now it is very different 
from the past'. At the same time, they also worried that I might see the village as 
'backward, old and dirty’. I had noticed that they had intentions of showing outsiders 
the better side of the village. They were afraid that outsiders would have a bad 
impression of their village and look down on them. 
There were a few times that Ah Ming's mother, age 53, stopped me from taking 
some photographs. For example, I was attracted by the old house of Ah Ming's family, 
which they had rented out to some non-local workers. I wanted to photograph the old 
house and these workers' lives. Ah Ming's mother said that the house was 'old and not 
beautiful' and she was afraid I would show the photographs in Hong Kong. She said 
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that it was 'shameful' to let others see the old house. This incident indicates that some 
Tian villagers were conscious of cultivating their cultural identities so as not be looked 
down by 'others'. It was because they thought that the people from Hong Kong might 
perceive them as backward and 'uncivilized'. 
Now let us have a look at other interpretations of modernity by the villagers. 
Generally they agreed that the achievements in material goods were important 
attributes of modernity. This is in line with the state rhetoric that material development 
is an indicator to show the progress of Chinese modernization. 
The families have TV sets, refrigerators.. .have money, and people drive 
cars. 
(a female villager, 50) 
Modern...includes advanced technology, computers...or just like in the 
past, we used wood for cooking, now we use liquid gas, and it's also 
getting popular to use digital-cooker for hot-pot. This is modernization. 
(Ah Ming's wife, 26) 
I read newspaper showing that in California, USA, the farming 
activities are all computerized. They use airplanes to spray insecticide 
and seed planting, etc. A person can take care of a very large farm.. .In 
Mainland China, we also have some machines but the technology is less 
advanced. But it's more modern than before. Traditionally we used 
cows to farm and it required a lot of manpower to farm a small piece of 
land...it was backward. 
(51, male villager) 
Having talked to more people, I found that being modern implies not only material 
progress, but also mental (spiritual, jingshen) progress. In the villagers' discourses, 
being modern means an individual has both money {chihn) and civilization {mahn 
mihng). However, what is civilization? Some villagers perceived it as: 
5 4 
Civilization means...people don't fight, don't steal...the roads are well 
paved, .. .people live in an open society {seh wui hoifong). 
(25, policeman) 
If we have money, we are civilized. Money is most important. If we've 
no money, we've no food to fill the stomach, who cares for being polite, 
decent and good? It isn't easy to be civilized upon one's wish, you need 
to have some qualifications. If we want to be civilized, we must have 
money first. This means we must have materials first, then we'll 
consider the mental side.. .but being civilized also means that you have 
material and mental civilization.. .mental civilization refers a person 
being polite, clean, knowledgeable, abide by law, and reasonable in 
arguments {gong douh leih). 
(male, 35, businessman) 
Civilization means we are jeun bouh (we have progress). We know what 
is good and polite. People are cultured {yauh mahn fa). 
(middle-aged, housewife) 
Now we are civilized, because we queue up like in Hong Kong. Before, 
the people did not do so. 
(male, 55, factory worker) 
With reference to the above quotations, we can summarize that 'civilization' 
comprises both mental and material civilization. However, money is always a 
prerequisite. To the villagers, money was most important for them. Mental civilization 
is only a complement. As seen in the above narration, the villagers explained that if they 
were at the level of starvation, they would not care for what was clean, polite and decent. 
In the villagers' discourses, having money and being civilized define modernity. In 
Diagram 3,1 show the equation of being 'modern', and I have highlighted the 
relationship between money and material civilization with an arrow. This is because the 
people can directly attain some material civilization if they have money. In sum, 
modernity was largely 'commodified' in the villagers' minds. 
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Diagram 3 The meaning of being modern 
As the villagers equated money and 'civilization' to being modern, many villagers 
perceived that they were more modern than they were ten years ago. Their living 
standards had greatly improved as many were engaged in non-farming activities. Their 
personality and mentality also changed according to the environment. A villager told 
me that: 
For example, in the past the neighbors always quarreled for small 
things.... because they're poor and they'd get jealous easily when 
others had some material things while they didn't have...even between 
the daughters-in-law, they'd quarrel for some wood for cooking. Now 
the people are richer, more cultured, and they are less 
stubborn.. .therefore the people don't always quarrel like before.. .you 
understand? Mentally, people are jeun bouh as the society is jeun bouh . 
(a female villager, 27, clerk) 
My main informant Ah Ming also perceived himself as more modern than before. 
Diagram 4 expresses Ah Ming's perception and in fact, this also applies to many other 
villagers. By 1990, his level of ‘civilization，was slightly higher than in 1980 as 
expressed by points B and A respectively. At that time he was still studying, his parents 
and elder sisters supported the family and the financial status was not very satisfactory. 
The living conditions were slightly better than in 1980 as they also received some help 
from a relative in Hong Kong. Since the 1990s, he had completed secondary school and 
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started to work, and he has been quite successful in business. With increased financial 
power, his life had improved a great deal in material comforts by 2000. Ah Ming 
thought that he was much more modern and 'civilized' than he was in 1990, as he was 
more polite, hygienic, trendy, and had financial power. He reached the level of 
civilization at point C. However, he also saw himself not as modernized as those in such 
industrialized societies as the USA, Europe and Hong Kong. He worked hard and 
hoped one day he could achieve a higher level of living standard. The dotted line is 
imaginary and Ah Ming's imagined level of being modern is marked at point D. Ah 
Ming's metaphor - climbing up a staircase - directly explains his feelings. He said: 
It's like climbing up a stair, every time I've climbed one step higher, I 
feel better, and what I see (the outside world) is better. This is why I 
want to climb higher and higher up.. .you ask me why I strive hard for 
improvement? I haven't got the things that other people (Europeans and 




^ / CD / 
i / N / 
Year 
• 
1980 1990 2000 
Diagram 4 The level of modernity perceived by Ah Ming 
The villagers noticed that the world in which they lived had been changing, and 
therefore they needed to be adaptive to the environment. Self-improvement was 
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essential to modernity, and education had become important among the younger 
villagers. A male villager in his mid-fifties was also aware that the future generations 
needed to receive more education in order to meet the social changes. He said that 
'nowadays the society is different from the past, only the cultured and educated person 
will have a good future, and a person must study more'. This shows that villagers 
actively interpreted the shifting social world, and had the sense of agency to manipuiate 
the knowledge and resources to strive for a better livelihood. 
In the following section, I shall explore what the villagers desired in the changing 
socio-economic environment. What did they really want by being modern? Were there 
any distinctive differences among the villagers? How was the external knowledge 
constructed and conveyed to them in relation to their life perceptions and aspirations? 
The above data are important because the villagers' subjective and interpretive views of 
their social world might have profound effects on shaping their consumption behaviour. 
3.2 The aspirations of the older and younger villagers 
The Tian villagers have their desires and aspirations like other people. Having 
stayed in the village for sometime, I have learnt not to treat the villagers as a 
homogenous group, as outsiders often assume that rural Chinese are. In fact, the 
villagers did have their respective individual perceptions and desires in dealing with 
socio-economic changes. I shall analyze their aspirations in two parts. This was because 
I had noticed that there was a big generational difference between the younger and older 
villagers. 
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Generally, the older villagers^ (aged forty-six or above or born before 1954) were 
more satisfied with their lives. On the contrary, many of the younger villagers, 
especially those under forty-five, were generally not satisfied with their lives, as they 
wanted to have more money and material comforts. For the younger people, what 
concerned them most was acquiring more material comforts, whereas for the older 
people, their main concern was about their children. The older people hoped that they 
would have male descendants to continue the patrilineal line. Such differences in 
personal goals did not cause any significant conflicts among the people, because they 
had their own strategies to cope with their lives. The young villagers worked hard and 
some were engaged in business to strive for more economic profits, while the older 
villagers could enjoy the rewards from their children's success. However, the older 
villagers tended to be less materialistic and they were more frugal. 
3.2.1 The younger generation 
Generally the younger villagers were more aggressive in pursuing materialistic 
gains. They had greater desires for material achievement to improve their quality of 
lives. I observed that consumption of material goods had become a meaning of life to 
many younger villagers. However, there are some constraints such as economic factor 
that ‘force’ the villagers to negotiate their lifestyle choices in attaining modernity. 
Villagers with different economic power consume differently to have different levels of 
satisfaction derived from material achievement. As Baudrillard (1988) points out, many 
people today are caught in the web of desire for consumption. This is true for the Tian 
villagers, too. Some villagers were often disappointed at their unfulfilled material 
1 For ease of discussion, I roughly divided the villagers into these two groups here. 
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desires but the disappointment was also the power for some villagers to strive hard to 
live a better life. 
Ah Ming's case can illustrate how some villagers actively negotiated their ideal 
modern lifestyle. To Ah Ming, what he wanted was a nice imported car and a big house� 
He saw these as the basic things in life. He always bought car magazines to read about 
the up-to-date models. This was why he was very familiar with various models of car, 
although he had not seen some of them, such as Ferraris, in real life. Once he even 
asked me to teach him how to go on line to read car homepages. In China, the tax on 
cars was very heavy and Ah Ming felt that they were not 'worth' buying even if he 
could afford to. He hoped that the car prices would be cheaper in the coming years after 
China joined the World Trade Organization. 
One of his dream cars was Mercedes. Once we saw some Mercedes parked outside 
a restaurant, he told his family that he hoped he could have one in ten years' time. 
However, his wife immediately commented, ‘ten years? I rather hope we can have one 
sooner', and other relatives joined in on the topic. This showed that not even Ah Ming, 
but also his wife and others had dreams about buying an expensive and prestigious 
Mercedes in years to come. For the time being, he needed to negotiate his lifestyle 
choices because he had 'no qualifications' (mouh ji gaak). Therefore he read car 
magazines, admired others' success and made daydreams to wait for the day when he 
could afford to buy a nice quality car. 
Ah Sang also had a similar disappointment due to material desires he had not yet 
attained. He was not satisfied with his life because he wished to have a nice villa and an 
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imported car. Ah Sang emphasized that he was not rich but he had about one million 
RMB of savings. He told me that there were some very rich people in Xiaolan and they 
lived in nice villas that cost more than one million RMB. Some even cost more than 
RMB 10 million yuan. Obviously, Ah Sang always made comparisons with the richer 
villagers such as those of Yongning, an area in Xiaolan. He dreamed of having a villa 
with European-style construction and a big garden, where he could ‘appreciate nature 
and enjoy meals' (see Figure 17). Therefore, he saw his present village house as small 
and poorly decorated. Currently he lived with his wife and two children, and his house 
was 2.5 storey-high with five rooms. There was a backyard where he grew some fruit 
trees and kept some chickens. The house was spacious with modern toilet facilities and 
kitchen. He was still unsatisfied because he was not rich enough to attain a more 
extravagant lifestyle. 
The dream of Ah Yan, the eldest sister of Ah Ming, was to earn more money so 
that she could spend it on her new house. Currently she and her husband planned to 
spend RMB 1 million on decorating their new house. It would be a multi-storey house 
with an underground car park and a small garden. Ah Yan wanted to be very rich and 
she saw one million RMB as a small figure. She also commented that with one million, 
a person could not buy many things in Hong Kong. I was surprised that she was 
informed of how some rich people in Hong Kong spent their money. She said: 
Are you so easily satisfied with one million yuan? How many things can 
you buy? In Hong Kong, some super-rich women buy a set of clothes 
that costs tens of thousands... One million yuan is really not a big sum of 
money! You can't buy many things. 
The above description about Ah Ming, Ah Sang and Ah Yan suggests that they 
were struggling for a better life defined by wealth and material consumption. These 
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younger villagers had become materialistic and their satisfaction was closely linked up 
to the attainment of material goods. Though their socio-economic conditions had 
improved significantly in the 1990s, they were disappointed because they had many 
unfulfilled material desires. In this sense, the meaning of life for them was greater 
economic gain. Modernity was like an evolutionary process. These young villagers 
were forced to confront and negotiate levels of modernity and progress through 
consumption. 
This triggers another question: what did the older villagers aspire for and how did 
they negotiate modernity? 
3.2.2 The older generation 
As mentioned, the older people were less materialistic and enterprising; they were 
more concerned with the next generation. One day, I talked to a seventy-four-year old 
grocery owner. His economic status was considered ‘middle-range，in the village. He 
and his daughter-in-law worked for the family grocery, while his son was a 
motorbike-taxi driver^. I wanted to explore his satisfaction with life, and I asked him if 
there was anything he was not satisfied with his life as well as what he desired. He 
immediately responded, 'Why should I be not satisfied?'. He explained that in the past, 
his life was much harder. When there was no food, he had to eat tree roots. Now lie had 
three meals to fill his stomach, and he was very satisfied and he had no extra wishes. 
2 In Xiaolan, there were not many taxis, and motorbike taxis were more common. People used 
motorbikes to carry up to two passengers at one time. Motorbikes were also more convenient because 
they could drive through small alleys. Each ride from the village to the town cost about RMB 5 yuan. 
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I also asked Ah Ming's mother if she was satisfied with her life now. She said, 
I'm very satisfied now, I've money, a house, and a job. My boss is very 
nice to me. My job is an easy one, and I earn about RMB 1,000 yuan 
monthly. Do you know this is very good (for an old woman)? I'm very 
happy now, really I'm very happy. I only worry that my children are not 
bearing sons. 
Ah Ming's mother was satisfied with her living standards, and she felt proud of her 
own ability to earn money. However, what she worried about was not having grandsons 
to continue the patrilineal line. This is a deep-rooted Chinese thinking and it is quite a 
common worry among the older villagers. Ah Ming's mother's worry can be seen in 
Diagram 5. 
A = 參 Ah Ming's mother 
A=:〇 O^A ATO Ah Si A - Ox 
Ah 
Ming 
O D O 〇 
Diagram 5 Ah Ming's family in March 2001 
(一 denotes sexual relationship) 
Ah Ming's mother had two daughters and two sons. Her two daughters and one of 
the sons were married. All her children had daughters and no sons. According to the 
state policy, couples of peasant household status were allowed to have up to two 
children (see footnote 9 in Ch.2). Her eldest daughter had two daughters and by law she 
could not have more children. The younger daughter and Ah Ming both had a daughter, 
so each of them had one more chance to have a boy. At the time of research, the younger 
son Ah Si was cohabiting with his girlfriend X, and they were planning to marry in the 
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near future. However, X held an urban household status and if Ah Si married X, they 
could only have one child by law^ Ah Ming' mother was afraid that her sons might not 
have male descendants. Her dilemma was understandable. 
I also explored some other older villagers' life perception. I talked to Ah Moon, 
aged 54, a grandfather of four children. Similar to Ah Ming's mother, he responded to 
me that he was concerned about having male descendants. He was even a bit emotional 
and said: 'Everything is fine, except one thing. If we're allowed to bear more children, 
Fd be satisfied’ 
Ah Sang's father was not happy with the strict birth control policy. His eldest son 
Ah Da had two daughters already, but they felt that having a son was essential for the 
family. Ah Da's wife was finally pregnant again. This violated the state policy. Usually 
the pregnant woman caught by the local government would be forced to have an 
abortion and receive contraceptive surgery. The couples were afraid of this, and so they 
ran away to hide for ten months until the baby boy was born. During the period, the 
local government agent could not find them, so it disconnected all the water and 
electricity supplies of Ah Da's house (where Ah Moon and the two grand-daughters 
lived) in order to ‘force’ them to appear. For three months, Ah Moon and his 
grandchildren moved to his younger son's house to live. After the baby boy was born 
and Ah Moon helped to pay the fine, the couple came back to the village. Ah Moon's 
discontent was due to the difficulties of having a boy for Ah Da. Ah Moon's family 
composition is seen in Diagram 6. 
3 According to the state policy, the child takes the mother's household registration status, not the father's. 
See Potter and Potter (1990: 304). 
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Ah Moon • • 
AhDaA=0 AtO ATO 0=A 
6 6 A o 
Diagram 6 Ah Moon 's family in March 2001 
The above examples concerning the ideal family type suggest that people's 
traditions and perceptions are resistant to change. Some may even challenge the state 
policy and risk punishments in order to uphold the traditions. These older villagers 
were definitely in a paradoxical situation to live in a changing society which ‘forbade’ 
them to practise their traditions. The reactions of the older villagers in my study showed 
me their prime foci were not material comforts, money rewards or other leisure 
aspirations. It was their perception of the importance of having male descendants to 
continue and maintain the family in a patrilineal society. Study by Yuan et al. 
(1998:106) also supports this persistent ideology of ideal family in a South China 
village. 
3.2.3 The hardships of the older villagers 
Why was there such a big difference between the older and younger villagers in 
life aspirations and satisfaction? In this study, I found that the villagers made 
comparisons with different targets. The younger ones compared their lives with the 
outside world, especially Hong Kong and the West. Even if many of them had 
experienced hardships, the period was rather short compared to their parents and 
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grandparents. They recalled their childhood period when they did not have good 
choices of clothes, food and leisure. The older people, however, were more satisfied 
because they compared their lives to the past. Not only did they lack clothes, snacks, 
and leisure but more importantly, enough food to survive. Thus the differences between 
the younger and older villagers could be explained by their life experiences, which was 
a contextual factor. It is the social world in which people live that affects and shapes 
their attitudes and actions. 
Uncle Fu, a villager, aged 58, told me his hardships. His saddest years were 
between the late 1950s and the early 1960s, which he described as a 'crazy period’. 
They did not have enough meat to eat, while he had to work for the production team. 
For example, each person only got three jin (about 1.8 kilogram) of fish a year. He 
explained that he did not have enough nutritious food, causing his feet to become 
swollen. He thought he had no hope in his life, and once even thought of committing 
suicide. Though it happened many years ago, he was very emotional when he talked to 
me, 
That time (Mao's era) was really very hard.. .very sad ...we had nothing 
to eat, everyday we worked from morning till night. I always felt hungry. 
The food wasn't nutritious, because we had no meat to eat. Do you 
know that we could only have three jin of fish for the whole year? It was 
really hard, and my feet became swollen. I really wanted to die. 
The shortage of food was not uncommon in the old days. Ah Ming's father told me 
how his sister Ah De in Hong Kong helped them during the communal period. Ah De 
was poor and worked as domestic helper. When there was some leftover rice and meat 
that her boss did not want, she dried them and brought the food to the village. At that 
time, many of the villagers were starving. 
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Also, there was a common joke in this village which reflected the poverty before 
the 1979-economic reform. For some festivals, all the Tian villagers in the production 
team could share a pig. One day a man was given only some lean pork, he was upset and 
complained why he could not get a fatty piece. This may seem surprising to us today 
because many people from the industrialized world have become health conscious, and 
they try to eat more low-fat food to keep the body healthy and slim. However, during 
that period in mainland China, oil was a scarcity and if this man got only lean meat, he 
could not get lard out of it for cooking. Therefore fatty pieces rather than the lean pork 
were desired. 
Having discussed the differences of attitudes between the younger and older 
villagers, I shall summarize their major life attitudes in Diagram 7. The younger 
villagers were less satisfied with their living standards because they compared their 
lives with those in the industrialized world. They were hoping and struggling for a 
higher level of modernity. The older villagers felt happier because they compared their 
present lives with their past which was always a bad memory. This explains why the 
older villagers were more satisfied with their present living standards. One problem that 
troubled them was how to uphold their traditional family structures in the fast changing 
world. Overall, the experiences shape and allow the villagers to have different 
responses to engage in modernity. 
Despite the generation differences in reaction to modernity, villagers were 
informed of the wider society worldwide. The villagers knew what was modern and 
fashionable for them to aspire to. Where and how did the knowledge and images of 
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modernity permeate the village? I shall discuss two major factors that in many ways 
had shaped their behaviour: government initiatives and the influences from Hong Kong, 
especially through the televised media. 
younger villagers older villagers 
I VS. I 
present vs. Hong Kong & present vs. past 
industrialized west 
I I 
Lower satisfaction Higher satisfaction 
Diagram 7 Comparison of life satisfaction between the younger and older villagers 
3.3. The Government Initiatives 
111 Chapter 2,1 have shown that the township government had actively participated 
in turning Xiaolan into an economically and culturally dynamic town. The role of the 
township government could not be ignored or underestimated. 
Concerning the government incentives, one can say that the various kinds of 
slogans reflect the active role played by the government. In Xiaolan, one could see that 
many slogans were related to 'modernity''^. For example, a banner posted outside a 
secondary school read 'education needs to face modernization, face the world, and face 
4 Slogans can be found in many other places in China. 
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the future'. Outside many houses, one could find a red sign indicating that those were 
‘civilized households {wenming hu)\ In some shops and schools, one could find such 
slogans in red like 'Civilized Business Shop' and 'Civilized Youth unit'. When one 
drove on some roads, one could see slogans like 'drive civilized cars, walk on civilized 
roads' (kai wenming che, xin wenming lu). Generally, the notion of ‘civilized, implied 
something good and desirable. 
French philosopher Michel Foucault (1990) brilliantly shows us how knowledge is 
discursively formulated and that it constitutes and exerts power over human subjects. 
Power is knowledge and they imply each another directly. For Foucault (1995:27), 
power produces knowledge and therefore knowledge serves power. It is the discourse 
which binds power and knowledge together (Foucault 1990:100). Discourse produces, 
transmits, and reinforces power, but at the same time undermines power. Discourse 
refers to groups of statements which is made possible by the same discursive formation 
historically. The discourses transmitted to the villagers are the information transmitted 
through, for instances, the mass media and the slogans. In this way, some people might 
consciously and unconsciously react to the slogans and meet the target of the 
government — to develop a modern and ‘civilized’ Chinese society. 
As in Xiaolan, the people were subjected to the current discourses and they 
participated in 'being modern'. The villagers believed that in the past, they were 
‘uncivilized’ but now in 2001 they were more 'civilized' and modern. Some facts can 
support this argument. Take the hygiene issue as an example. Many villagers nowadays 
did not throw rubbish on the streets as they saw it as uncivilized. Nine years ago in 1992, 
when I first visited the village, it was not uncommon to see people throwing fruit skins 
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and paper onto the streets while driving and walking. Once I was out with Ah Ming in 
the town during the summer of 2000, and I threw a piece of paper onto the street. Ah 
Ming asked me if I had thrown some rubbish, and ‘praised，me for having courage to do 
i t I said his sister told me it was okay to throw rubbish when I first visited Xiaolan. He 
mocked at me and said: 
We don't throw rubbish now, we are civilized. What you're talking 
about is something that happened eight years ago...eight years ago!.. . 
Everything was different. Well, you can still throw it, but people will 
stare at you.. There are some who litter, such as the Guangxi people 
(non-local workers)... How do we know this? We watch TV, the TV 
programmes teach us that littering isn't good. Do you see the street 
slogans - It is everyone's responsibility to keep Xiaolan clean? 
It was interesting to note that the Tian villagers liked to compare themselves with 
foreign labourers. Most of these labourers came to Xiaolan and ended up doing 
unpleasant and low-paying jobs. They were economically marginalized, and perceived 
as not clean. For example, some villagers would not buy beancurd custard^ (dauh fuhfa) 
made by the Guangxi people because they thought that the food was less hygienic and 
less tasty�This unpleasant feeling was due to their discrimination against the poor 
migrant labourers. I asked Ah Yan if the taste was really different, she said it might not 
be but sht felt the beancurd custard cooked by the Guangxi people was not good. Once 
Ah Ming and I talked about his family planning, he said he would not want many 
children even if he could. He added that he would not be like the Guangxi people who 
usually bore more children. Ah Ming explained that the Guangxi people were 'ignorant 
and stupid', and ‘do not know it takes much money to bring up children'. The villagers' 
bias against the economically inferior foreign labourers was obviously expressed in 
5 A kind of Cantonese beancurd snack. For more details about the consumption of beancurd, see Mintz 
and Tan (2001). 
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their daily activities. 
The consumption behaviors of some Tian villagers was a manipulation to 
distinguish themselves from the 'uncivilized' and backward migrant labourers. 
Bourdieu (1984) proposes that people consume certain goods to distinct themselves 
from others in order to express their social status and cultural identity. The examples 
show that some Tian villagers consumed in order to express their 'higher level of 
modernity' than the migrant labourers. Similarly, Gillette (2000:192) studies some 
Chinese Muslims and their consumption of wedding gowns and reveals that some 
Chinese citizens have a sense of agency to 'grasp their own modernization' to express 
themselves. This is made possible as a result of the economic reforms in 1979. 
Nowadays some Chinese people consume to define their 'modern' status. 
The above cases show us that the government initiatives and educational 
campaigns were successful in shaping the people's behaviors and perception. However, 
this is not always true as there is always a resistance to power, as Foucault (1990) also 
mentions. The discourse has only become powerful when people are subjected to the 
current ideology. 
I would say the government initiatives are important, but how the local people 
receive the messages are equally important for understanding the influences of the 
government. The villagers think it is right and useful to work hard and modernize 
themselves to be 'civilized'. However, if the government policy does not fit the 
people's taste, they may not follow even if they need to face penalty. A good example I 
have shown earlier in this chapter is how Ah Moon's family violated the law in order to 
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have a male child to continue their patrilineal line. This showed that the villagers had 
their own perceptions and traditions that were resistant to change. This also reminds us 
that we should not treat villagers as stereotyped rural people. Although their 
educational level was low, they were not passive and ignorant. The villagers did not 
blindly follow what their government and others expected them to do. This suggests a 
sense of agency among the villagers to construct and negotiate their social life. 
In sum, knowledge was important to 'inform' the villagers of what was 'modern'. 
In the following paragraphs, I shall explore another important factor that affected the 
villagers' behaviour: the influences of Hong Kong culture through televised media. 
3,4 Influences from Hong Kong 
The influences from Hong Kong are channeled pervasively through the televised 
media. The opening up of China and the intensifying exchanges between nation-states 
and regions means a village is no longer an isolated and closed system. It has become a 
cliche to say our world is a 'global village'. This means that we are more conscious of 
seeing the world as a whole as a single place due to the inter-dependence of global 
exchanges in politics, economy, culture, religious activity, people movement and 
environmental issues. The explosive growth of communications deserves special 
attention because it highly accelerates our global consciousness, and the world now 
seems ‘placeless’（Meyrowitz 1985). Giddens' (1991:16-18) concept of 'time-space 
distanciation' points out that time and space are now measured independently of a 
person's location and are used to achieve co-ordination or massive activities globally. 
For example, 'Year 2000' is a common marker for the whole humanity. 
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As anthropologist Appadurai (1990) writes, the global cultural flows create a more 
divisified globe. By dividing the world into five 'scapes' — ethnoscapes, mediascapes, 
technoscapes, fmancescapes and ideoscapes, he argues that current global flows occur 
in and through the growing disjunctures and dimensions of the five 'scapes'. These five 
'scapes' include all kind of people movement, technology, money, mass media, and 
ideologies. 
The influence from Hong Kong was evident in every part of the village. As their 
quality of life had been improving since the late 1980s, some villagers started to have 
radios and later television sets. In the late 1980s, a television set was still a luxury but 
today almost every family has a colour television set^. This means that almost every 
villager could watch TV irrespective of their differences in economic status, gender, 
age and occupation? • 
Exposure to the outside world through TV has become important, and what they 
receive from the televised media may give them knowledge to compare with their local 
situation and their own experiences. The villagers may become aware of the differences 
between their village and the outside world. A study by Miller (1998) shows that 
increasing media penetration has impacts on the rural Yucatec Mayan community and 
results in a rapid negotiation of sense of self and identity. One point is that the 
interpretation and reception of messages by individuals always fall into a continuum. 
6 According to my informants, there was only one family in the whole village that had no television set. 
In my study of seventeen families, only one had no television set. 
The new technology of going online was still a new thing to the villagers, and most of them still had no 
chance to use computers. 
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Some villagers are exposed to the transnational culture; they are led to aspire to the 
Western world and become more materialistic (see also Johnson 2000). This influence 
is especially strong on the younger people. This is similar to the case of Tian villagers. 
In the earlier section, I have shown how some villagers perceived the attainment of 
material goods as a goal to achieve in negotiating modernity. The villagers constructed 
their new cultural images that were distinct from the 'uncivilized' and economically 
marginalised migrant labourers. These Tian villagers believed that they had attained a 
certain level of modernity. 
There were some reasons why Hong Kong culture was popular in the village. 
Many villagers in my study perceived Hong Kong as 'free, rich and modern' ； a place of 
modernity. Many wanted to enjoy modern life as those in Hong Kong. The close 
proximity to Hong Kong allowed the Tian villagers to watch Hong Kong programmes. 
The villagers could receive all four Hong Kong TV channels (two in Cantonese and two 
in English). Besides, they could also watch a local Xiaolan channel, some nearby 
provincial channels and the national channel. 
My research found that Hong Kong TV channels were the most popular and they 
o 
had become a part of their life . When I stayed with Ah Ming's family, most of the time 
they watched TVB's Jade, which was the most popular Cantonese TV channel in Hong 
Kong. Also, when I visited other families and did household studies, most of the 
families were watching the Jade channel. They did not only watch television news and 
8 Zhou & Zhang (1990: 97) also have the same finding. They reveal that the most popular channel is 
TVB's Jade, then ATV's Chinese channel, then the Zhujiang station run by Shenzhen TV. 
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programmes, they also watched most of the Hong Kong advertisements. No wonder the 
villagers were very well informed of what was going on in Hong Kong. A study by 
Sklair (1995) shows that advertising is directly related to the growing consumerism in 
urban China (quoted in Mok 1995), This suggests that by watching Hong Kong TV and 
advertisements, the villagers were also induced to consume and be fashionable. 
Hong Kong influences were noticeable in their language. Language is culturally 
specific and we can know a certain amount about the cultural background of the people 
from their speeches. For example, the villagers spoke their dialect and were virtually 
illiterate of English. Even some younger ones who knew some English words, their 
level was extremely limited and they could not write and talk in English, except some 
very simple words like 'good morning, hello, one, two, three', etc. However, as a result 
of watching Hong Kong TV, their local conversations carried some Hong Kong style 
code-mixing linguistic features. 
Code-mixing of Cantonese and English is a common phenomenon in Hong Kong. 
I often heard my informants use code-mixing in their daily conversations, such as ‘sihk 
lunch (go for lunch)', 'hou sexy (very sexy),, 'hou cute (very cute)' and ‘ ngoh dihk 
friend (my friend). This Hong Kong linguistic phenomenon had spread to the Tian 
villagers as a result of the TV influence. Ah Ming's mother also knew how to call the 
Japanese toy 'Hello Kitty' and one day, she told her grand-daughter to wear 'Hello 
Kitty saam (shirt)'. 
The people were also familiar with Hong Kong pop stars. Once when I forgot the 
name of a Hong Kong singer, Ah Ming immediately told me the name. Out of my 
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surprise, I asked him how he knew the singer. Ah Ming replied, 'Why shouldn't I 
know?’ to show that he was well informed of the Hong Kong entertainment industry. 
Also, there were some local TV programmes which taught people how to sing Hong 
Kong songs. When there were some MTV (Music TV) programmes like karaoke, 
Cantonese phonetic signs were provided to teach non-Cantonese speakers how to sing 
the songs� 
In addition, newspapers and magazines provided knowledge about the current 
affairs and lifestyles of the outside world to the local villagers. However, the influence 
was less prominent. This was because not all villagers were in the habit of reading, or 
they might not have enough literacy or money to buy printed materials. The impact of 
these materials might be more noticeable in the big cities like Beijing, Shanghai and 
Guangzhou, but not in Tian village. 
3,5 The discourses of modernity 
Throughout the chapter, we can notice that modernity is in the discourses of the 
villagers. Some key terms and phrases like 'we are civilized' and ‘jeun bouK were used 
to express their imagined and constructed new cultural identity — being ‘civilized’ and 
modern. Mills (1997:42) studies Thai society and reveals that 'discourses of modernity 
permeate much of everyday life' and people at all levels frequently employ a language 
of ‘being modern' to discuss and criticize perceptions and experiences of social change. 
In my study, take Ah Ming as an example. He thought that cars and big houses 
were the 'basic things in life’，but one would doubt if Ah Ming would think the same if 
it was twenty years ago, when he was deprived of food to fill his stomach. Now that the 
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livelihood has been much improved and the villagers are striving for a higher level of 
modernity, Ah Ming's desires have changed from food to nice cars and houses. 
Villagers also laughed at their memories to show their progress of modernity, such 
as the lean pork 'joke' that reflects the scarcity of oil during the communal period 
(discussed in section 3.2.3). The use of code-mixing of English and Cantonese, 
especially among the younger villagers, is a declaration of their 'multiculturalism'. By 
manipulating the discourses, they could define themselves as 'modern' people. I 
observed that some younger villagers were conscious to learn and use code mixing. 
Once I unconsciously used a mixed-code ‘heui ball (go to a party)' in the conversation, 
a young villager immediately asked me what did 'ball' mean. He also reiteratively 
practised this English word a few times in order to memorize it. This reinforces the 
view of Abner Cohen (1974:8) that people always manipulate symbols to achieve 
certain political aims. In this context, the discourses are used by the villagers to 
reconstruct their cultural identities and boundaries and thereby express their higher 
level of modernity, to make themselves distinctive from others. 
3.6 Summary 
I have shown the aspirations of modernity among the Tian villagers. I have pointed 
out that some villagers were trapped into a paradoxical situation of disappointment and 
satisfaction while they were heading for modernity. Modernity, to many villagers, was 
largely 'commodified' as it was defined by wealth and material achievements. In the 
next chapter, I shall examine some personal case studies to show how different villagers 
actively attain and negotiate their aims of being rich and modem. 
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Ch.4 Striving for a better life 
I have come to the conclusion that to the villagers, being modern means being rich 
and civilized. This sets forth an important question: how did the villagers earn money to 
attain modernity? In this chapter, I shall focus on four individual cases representing 
different groups of villagers, in order to illustrate how they are proactively negotiating 
changes in modernity. The cases not only reveal different villagers' mentalities and 
cultural beliefs, but also are seen as pathways to understanding the wider society in 
transformation. 
4.1 Strategies to earn money 
I have discussed the changing occupational structures of the Tian villagers in 
Chapter 2, and I have shown that the villagers were dynamic and active in manipulating 
their resources and knowledge to strive for a better life. Many villagers had given up 
farming because they could have greater economic gain if they took up non-farming 
jobs. I observed that the younger villagers were more dynamic. Those who were more 
confident and adventurous would start their own business, whereas the majority would 
work for offices or factories. The older villagers were less adventurous and they ran 
groceries or sold their own green produce to have some economic gain. Some rented 
their rooms to non-local workers as one major source of income. By engaging in the 
above economic activities, the overall living standard of the villagers has been greatly 
improved in the 1990s. 
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I shall explore four personal cases more fully in order to show the different 
strategies adopted by villagers to strive for a better livelihood. 
4.2 Case Study 1: Big Brother (male, 37) 
Big Brother was married with two children. In order to support his family, he ran a 
restaurant in the village since the early 1990s. It was called No. 1 Restaurant. The nature 
of the business was catering at first. However, Big Brother had started to organize 
prostitution in the restaurant starting from 1998. 
Many Tian villagers denounced Big Brother's business strategy because they 
thought that it was indecent and immoral to earn money through prostitution. Female 
villagers in particular disapproved of Big Brother's business strategy, and they 
criticized what he earned as 'dirty money'. Some villagers commented that the 
simplicity of the village was gone as Big Brothers rented rooms to about fifty 
prostitutes to live in the village. The prostitutes were non-local people, many of them 
came from Hunan and Sichuan. The villagers called the prostitutes ‘gaf (chicken) or 
‘bak gu, (women from the North). These were common popular but derogatory terms 
for prostitutes. The term ‘bakgu ‘ referred specifically to those from the northern part of 
China. 
Big Brother was not only being despised by the villagers for running the business, 
he also faced occasional prosecution by the Xiaolan Township government. One should 
note that prostitution was illegal in Xiaolan. However, Big Brother had no special skills 
or knowledge to earn a few thousands RMB monthly other than by running a brothel. 
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Thus, he was willing to risk prosecution and face other villagers' condemnation. 
Now I shall examine the business strategy used by Big Brother. One could see he 
was smart ‘to kill three birds with one stone' in doing business. This was because Big 
Brother could earn money from three sources by running a restaurant�First, he 
received rent from letting rooms to the prostitutes to live in the village. Second, the 
prospective customers who went for sex would dine in the restaurant to meet the 
prostitutes. This could ensure that the restaurant had enough diners. Third, there were 
some 'special' rooms for the prostitutes to provide sex services. For each sex service, 
the customer usually paid RMB 50 to a prostitute who had to pay 20 RMB to Big 
Brother for renting the 'special' room. 
At night, one could see some prostitutes and their prospective clients eating and 
talking in the restaurant, or watching television. The customers were mostly 
construction workers from some nearby villages or towns. I heard some gossip from the 
villagers that some male Tian villagers also went there for sex services. Nowadays 
these prostitutes dressed in casual clothes to serve the customers because they wanted 
to be less noticeable by the police. Otherwise, if detected, the local authority would 
penalize Big Brother again. 
Big Brother could earn 'dirty money' because the living standards among the 
people in Xiaolan region have been improved generally. Therefore, some people were 
able to spend some extra money on prostitution. Prostitution has become common in 
1 Some anonymous Tian villagers, who were also Big Brother's relatives, told me how he ran the 
business. Big Brother did not tell me the details of prostitution in person. 
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Xiaolan and this causes the spread of sexually transmitted diseases. I observed that 
posters advertising the treatment of these diseases were found in streets all over Xiaolan. 
Also, TV advertisements of this kind are common. These advertisements reflected the 
fact that sex diseases are getting problematic in Xiaolan. I know of a person in Tian 
village who was infected by a sex disease, and he had spent about 20,000 RMB for 
medication. 
The prostitution issue reminds us of the unequal relationship between the Xiaolan 
people and non-local people. As discussed earlier, the prostitutes were all from other 
economically deprived regions, who provided sex services for the Xiaolan customers. 
This further casts the non-local people in negative terms. The boundaries between the 
non-local labourers as inferior and Tian villagers as refined people were drawn more 
distinctively. 
4.3 Case Study 2: Ah Ming's mother (female, 52) 
The second person I want to discuss is Ah Ming's mother. Her case can reveal 
some attitudes of the traditional female group. I shall illustrate how she constructed her 
meaningful life through her own efforts and talents. 
Ah Ming's mother was thin but physically strong. She was illiterate but she was 
very smart and diligent. For many years, she had worked in the farm growing 
vegetables and rice. The long-term exposure to sunshine gave her a very dark skin. 
Since the 198Qs as a result of decollectivization, she started to work in factories for a 
better income. However, she had never given up farming. At the time of research, Ah 
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Ming's mother had a full-time factory job, but she also grew some vegetables, reared 
some poultry and did housework. Here I want to emphasize that she was the only 
person in the household who still worked on the farm. She reasoned that the work was 
not heavy to her, because when she was young she worked for the whole day in the farm. 
Her life was much harsher then. Ah Ming's mother had received special 'military 
training' while she was a red guard leader , which explained why she was tough. She 
was happy to farm because her family could enjoy quality poultry and fresh green 
vegetables. As she reasoned, the home-reared poultry and self-grown produces tasted 
better. She felt proud of her efficiency and abilities. 
It could be boring to study her daily activities but without doing so, it was difficult 
for us to know how hard-working Ah Ming's mother was. Every day she woke up at six 
in the morning, then she would go to her farm to water and collect the vegetables. She 
returned home at about 8:30 am and she would wash the vegetables and select some to 
sell to the factory where she worked as a cook. As a factory cook, her job included 
shopping for food, and preparing lunch and dinner for the twenty factory workers. In 
this way, she could earn some money from selling her home-grown vegetables. At 
about ten in the morning, she brought her small granddaughter to school by bike. After 
that she would return to the factory. Usually she came home after lunch and 
immediately she would start to do housework. At around 4:30 pm, she went to work 
again and returned home for dinner. At night, Ah Ming's mother calculated the 
expenditure of the meals for the factory workers to ensure her business was profitable. 
“During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1969), millions of young students joined the red guard 
movement and created a violent political situation in Chinese history. These students supported the 
Maoist theories and accused those who supported 'capitalist readers' in the party. See Chan et al. (1992) 
for more discussion. 
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Sometimes she also prepared late evening meals (xiaoye) for her family. 
Having a domestic helper at home, Ah Ming's mother in fact did not need to do 
housework, such as cleaning the staircases and washing the floors and clothes. Ah 
Ming's wife, that is, her daughter-in-law, aged 25, did not like to do housework or 
farming jobs, but preferred to work in an office. She employed a domestic helper from 
Guangxi^ to do household jobs instead. However, Ah Ming's mother was always not 
satisfied with the domestic helpers, and she kept criticizing the servants from time to 
time. She said that non-local people did not know how to do housework well, and they 
were lazy. In addition, she thought that there was no need to have a servant at home 
because there was not much work to do. Also, the money could be saved (approximate 
450 RMB per month for a domestic helper). Despite her disagreement, Ah Ming's wife 
continued to employ a servant. 
On closer scrutiny, this reveals a subtle cultural tension in the relationship of the 
two generations. As shown, Ah Ming's mother, representing the older female group 
was tougher at work, and she perceived her diligence as an obligation of a woman. On 
the other hand, the younger ones like her daughter-in-law was reluctant to do 
housework and farming jobs, becasue the new generation refused to play the expected 
traditional role as Ah Ming's mother did. 
However, Ah Ming's mother did not express her discontent overtly to her 
daughter-in-law, but through the medium of the domestic helper who was being 
3 Ah Ming's family found it difficult to find a good and stable domestic helper. The family had changed 
several domestic helpers in recent years. Ah Ming explained that this was partly due to his mother's 
difficult personality towards the servants. 
83 
employed by the latter. This suggests the conflicting attitudes among female villagers 
of different generations. Thus the parental power over children and in-laws was 
decreasing. Some young females worked in offices or factories became financially 
independent and they could choose their modern lifestyles. Some, like Ah Ming's wife, 
were even striving to be ‘free’ from traditional duties and actively managing to attain 
their ideal styles of life. 
Diligent and frugal women were desired traditionally. Ah Ming's mother had 
saved much money because she was a frugal person and was good at managing her 
money. Once she confided to me that she had lent RMB 30,000 to her factory boss who 
had some financial difficulties. She had worked for the boss for more than ten years and 
she trusted her. Ah Ming's mother could receive 3% interest from this loan, which was 
2% more than saving the money in the bank. This was why she was happy that each 
month she could have some more money. She seldom bought luxurious material goods 
or other consumer durables. Occasionally she only spent money buying little gifts and 
snacks for her granddaughter. The differences in consumption patterns between 
generations are crucial in this study and Chapter 5 takes some of these concerns further. 
4.4 Case Study 3: Ah Yan (female, 32) 
By studying Ah Yan's personal struggles, I shall show how a dynamic and 
entrepreneurial young woman negotiated changes to make her life meaningful. She was 
an exceptional woman because most Tian women did not have their own business. 
Ah Yan was the eldest sister of Ah Ming, my main informant. She was married in 
8 4 
1996, and since then she had lived with her husband and family in a nearby village. 
Theoretically Ah Yan was not a Tian villager because once married, her household 
status must change to her husband's side. However, her childhood experiences in Tian 
village and her personal struggles to achieve a better life are highly useful for us to 
understand the mentality of the younger generation. 
Currently Ah Yan ran a hardware production factory with Ah Ming, and her 
husband. Her life philosophy was to work hard and get rich. One can trace her 
childhood background to explain her high motivation for success. Before the 1990s, Ah 
Yan and her family lived a simple and poor village life. Ah Yan recalled that once in the 
late 1980s, Ah De bought a radio for another relative but not for her family. Ah Yan 
explained that her family was not greedy as others and so they did not ask Ah De to buy 
one for them. Her younger brothers always went to relatives' houses to listen to the 
radio. This made her very upset and she wondered why they were poor. Therefore, she 
promised herself that she must work hard to give her family a better life. At that time, 
her monthly salary was only 150 RMB. It took her a year to save 300 RMB to buy a 
radio for her brothers eventually. 
There is another example to see how Ah Yan strove hard for modern lifestyle. It 
was rare for the villagers to have a home telephone in the 1980s. Ah Yan wished to have 
one because it would be convenient for communication. However, Ah Yan said some 
villagers despised her family and claimed that they could not afford one. Eventually Ah 
Yan saved up more than 3,000 RMB for a year to install a telephone line at home in the 
early 1990s. Ah Yan felt very proud and satisfied when she talked about this memory. 
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In the 1980s, telecommunications was not well developed and the general 
economic conditions of the villagers were rather poor. Ah Yan's family was the third 
household in the whole village that had installed a telephone. This episode indicates 
that somewhere in time, a telephone had much meaning of modernity for the villagers. 
The symbolic meaning was embedded in the telephone that evaluated the economic 
success of Ah Yan's family�One could understand why her meaning of life was to 
negotiate a higher level of economic achievement and thereby gain prestige. 
I shall trace Ah Yan's career path in order to show her dynamic and proactive 
character. Her success was largely due to her high motivation and perseverance to strive 
for a better life. After finishing junior secondary school education, she started to work 
in 1988. Her first job was a kindergarten teacher, earning RMB 80 yuan monthly. Very 
soon she knew that she could not earn more money if she stayed in this job. Thus she 
changed her job to work as a factory office clerk and earned 150 RMB monthly. After 
two years in 1990, when she was 21, she borrowed RMB 30,000 yuan from her parents 
and relatives to start her own business with a partner. Ah Yan recalled that she was 
worried that she might lose all the money. However, she believed that if she worked 
very hard, she would be successful. This positive attitude was essential for her success. 
The business was good and in 1996, she contributed more than 300,000 RMB to her 
natal family to build a three-storey new house with seven bedrooms and five modern 
toilets. 
In August 2000, she left her partner to set up another factory with her brother, Ah 
Ming. She believed that this new business arrangement was more profitable than to 
share the profits with a non-family member. Ah Yan reasoned that, if there was a profit, 
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it would be shared by her family members. In March 2001, Ah Yan's husband also 
joined the partnership to give some financial and technological support. They decided 
to produce more diversified items in order to minimize risk in business and they might 
have a better business opportunity�As narrated, they were 'struggling to come out from 
a bloody road'. Ah Yan also planned to open a branch office in Guangzhou in order to 
attract more customers from different regions. Ah Yan told me they would make a web 
page on the internet because they knew some companies had become successful after 
going online. 
By studying Ah Yan's career path, I have shown that she was an enterprising 
woman good at achieving her goals. Ah Yan was a highly reflexive person who knew 
how to interpret the changing world to bring about a better lifestyle. She worked very 
hard almost every day without rest because she recognized that the business might not 
be always good: 'the chances to earn money are not always here {ngh haih sihngyaht 
dou yauh chihn wanY. Therefore, she believed 'it is better to be busy than having no 
chance to earn money'. Ah Yan was a good example of how a proactive young female 
villager turned into a small business entrepreneur. Instead of playing the traditional role 
of a woman — working on the farm and taking care of the family - she strove hard to 
make her dreams come true. 
4.5 Case Study 4: Mr. He (male, 33) 
Mr. He was considered by many as the most successful person in Tian village. By 
successful, it means he was rich. He ran a big business with more than five hundred 
workers. He had two printed circuit board factories and some offices in nearby towns. 
He also had a branch office in Hong Kong. His customers were from different parts of 
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the world, including Hong Kong and Europe. 
During the interview, Mr. He was wearing a shirt that cost 800 RMB, and a 
Swiss-made Tudor watch with diamonds that cost RMB 15,000 yuan. He bought them 
in Hong Kong while on a business trip. Mr. He could travel to Hong Kong freely with a 
business visa, which was admired by many other Tian villagers. The strict mobility 
control over the citizens in China made it difficult for ordinary people to travel outside 
of the country. Also, Mr. He was the only one in the whole village who had an imported 
Japanese private ca / . This is why his car was a topic of discussion among the villagers. 
Many villagers also wished to be rich like him, that they could have a quality private car, 
which was a symbol of success and modernity. 
Mr. He attributed his own success mainly to his diligent character and luck. He 
recalled that when he was in the first year of high school, he had liver problems. In 
retrospect, he criticized the schoolteachers as ignorant and thought that he would 
transmit the illness to other classmates. Eventually he was forced to quit school in 1984. 
His first job was a worker in a printed circuit board factory, which was owned by a 
foreign investor. His salary was low, and each day he could only earn RMB 3 yuan 
including some bonus. This was why he never dreamed of being rich one day. Mr. He 
said that he only knew how to work hard and earn his bonus if he was punctual to work, 
and worked well. Three years later in 1988, he had earned some production knowledge. 
He and some friends started to run a small printed circuit board factory and the business 
developed gradually. 
4 It was a second Toyota car and it cost Mr He about 250,000 RMB. 
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Mr. He admitted that he was proud of his success. He thought that it was 'lucky' 
that he was forced to work at a young age, and received less education. He reasoned that 
if he had studied more, he might not have today's financial success. According to Mr. 
He, a well-educated person might have a more complicated mind, therefore he might 
have more worries in making a decision. Since he was not well-educated, his mind was 
‘simple’ and therefore, he was 'brave enough (ngh ji seiy to invest in business without 
many considerations. 
Concerning Mr. He's living standard, he said he enjoyed the current quality 
lifestyle and it would be harsh for him if he were poor again. This was why he tried to 
maintain his standard of living. His emphasized that 'if the rich become poor, it is better 
to die (yuh gwo yauh chihn yahn bin kuhngyahn, hat yuh si jo heuiy. N o w he had to 
spend much each day. For instance, his two daughters received primary education at an 
international school in Shiqi, Zhongshan. For ease of transportation, Mr. He bought a 
flat (approx. 280,000 RMB) in Shiqi for the daughters to stay during weekdays. It cost 
him about 50,000 RMB per year just for the children's school fees. 
I was deeply impressed by Mr. He's analytical power and his friendly personality. 
Similar to Ah Yan, Mr. He was highly innovative and proactive. He was actively 
‘transforming，himself to be an outstanding businessman. He commented that a person 
must travel more to see the world in order to ‘widen one's horizon'. Otherwise, the 
person would remain traditional, conservative, backward and ignorant. 
By studying his background, one can see how Mr. He changed from being a 
rejected schoolboy to a hard-working factory worker, and eventually becoming a 
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successful business entrepreneur. The success was due to his diligence, adventurous 
character, and other contingent factors such as the social development of market 
economy that allowed him to utilize his talent in business. The post-1979 reform has 
encouraged foreign investment in China, particularly in some convenient locations like 
the Pearl River delta. This had given Mr. He an opportunity to work for a factory and 
acquire substantial production and management knowledge through the job. With the 
knowledge, it was 'possible' for him to seek the opportunities and develop his own 
business to derive a better life. 
4.6 Summary 
In this chapter, I have been concerned with four individual cases to illustrate how 
villagers earn money by manipulating their knowledge, resources and strategies in the 
changing society. For example, Ah Ming's mother earned money from farming and 
cooking in the factory, whereas Big Brother, the owner ofNo.l Restaurant, organized 
prostitution to attain profit. As to Mr. He, he was forced to leave school early but he was 
entrepreneurial and was eventually successful in business. The poverty that Ah Yan had 
experienced during her childhood motivated her to strive hard for economic success. 
We can also see how she sought chances to reach her goals strategically by changing 
jobs and business partners over time. 
These villagers were conscious of making more money because they wanted to 
construct a better life-world of their own. In this sense, the villagers were becoming 
money- and material-oriented. For example, Ah Yan saved money for a year to install a 
telephone line to display her economic ability in order not to be looked down by others. 
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Mr He enjoyed his high quality of life and he could not let himself be poor again. 
These four individuals reveal to us that striving for a better life — to be rich, 
civilized and continuously progressive - was an important target in people's minds. I 
have also pointed out that their success was also highly dependent on the favorable 
socio-economic environment that gave them opportunities to construct their own 
lifestyles. For instance, the prosperity of the region allowed some to have spare money 
to go for sex services, and Big Brother could then grasped the chance to run a sex trade 
to have economic gains. The reforms encourage rural industrialization and also attract 
foreign investments. By working in the foreign-owned factories, some villagers were 
allowed to receive business knowledge that eventually gave them chances to develop 
their own business. Mr. He was an excellent example of this. 
In the next chapter, I shall analyze how the villagers consume in daily life. I shall 
also examine how villagers express their ‘modern’ status through the consumption of 
goods. I consider this a process of negotiating modernity. 
Ch. 5 Consumption and Modernity 
In this chapter, I shall relate the villagers' consumption patterns in order to explore 
their negotiation of modernity. Various aspects of life, such as housing, food, 
transportation and clothes are studied to suggest a modernizing lifestyle among the 
villagers. However, patterns of consumption vary among villagers. The difference is 
especially observable between the younger and older villagers. I shall illustrate the 
arguments with some examples, such as the use of mobile telephones and debit cards. 
5.1 Interpreting Modernity: Consumption as a strategy 
In Chinese saying, the notion shi zhu xing (clothes, food, housing and 
transportation) ‘ embraces the most basic aspects of social life. I shall thus present my 
findings of consumption according to these directions. By looking into these daily life 
practices, we can better understand the changes in material life, especially in the 
post-1979 period. The villagers' lifestyles have become urban and modem� 
According to the villagers, food and housing were the top concerns for them, 
followed by transportation and clothes. Food was a top concern because of the 
biological need for subsistence. More importantly, as Chang (1977:11) also says, the 
most important aspect of the Chinese food culture is the importance of food itself in 
Chinese culture. Traditionally when Chinese meet one another, it is most common to 
greet people 'Have you had your meal yet?' regardless of time, location, and 
relationships between the people. 
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Housing was another top concern. My observation is that many villagers would 
spend as much as possible on housing. In Chapter 3,1 have explored some villagers' 
desires to have a nicely constructed house. Since the early 1990s, many newly built 
houses appeared in the village when the villagers' income level was much improved. 
On the other hand, the advancement in transportation allowed the villagers to travel 
around more easily. Having a certain vehicle was a symbol of success and modernity. 
The villagers graded clothes as the least important aspect as compared to housing, food 
and transportation. Generally some hold a stereotyped belief that they dressed more 
casually than the counterparts in the North. I see this as a cultural myth rhetorically 
reproduced by villagers to highlight the importance of food in Cantonese culture. A 
young villager, aged 27, explained: 
For the Southern people, food is the most important thing. This is why 
there is a saying that ‘Eat in Guangdong {Sihkjoih GwongdungY because 
we Cantonese are concerned with food. We're different from the northern 
people, who care more for clothes. We dress very casually, but we've high 
demands for good food 
In the following paragraphs, I shall first discuss the issues of housing and food, 
then transportation and clothes, in order to explore the changes in the villagers' 
consuming preferences. They are seen as the pathways to understanding how villagers 
present themselves in the process of presenting modernity. 
5.1.1 Housing 
Currently there was a mixture of old and new houses clustered around in the 
village. Many villagers could afford to build new houses with modern infrastructure 
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and technologies. The more recently built multi-storey reinforced concrete houses were 
more spacious and designed individually with modern facilities. For example, the 
toilets were equipped with auto-flush facilities. However, in the old single-floor brick 
and tilt houses, the construction design was relatively homogenous. Thus the old houses 
were less spacious and built with simple facilities. The toilets were simple and people 
used a bucket of water to flush the waste. 
My study reveals that almost all seventeen familiesi enjoyed home appliances as 
those living in the industrialized world. Most bought these products only in the 1990s, 
although all families had owned electric fans since the 1980s. Currently many families 
had television sets, CDs and VCRs and telephones. In addition, no families in my 
studies used a black and white television set. See Table 8 for details. A middle-aged 
male villager told me, 'Who will use a black and white television set nowadays?' To the 
villagers, many of the above electrical household appliances had become necessities for 
modern living in the 1990s. 
My findings showed that all households had electric fans and a cooking stove. 
Every household needed to cook and therefore I need not explain here why they had a 
stove. However, why did every household have electric fans? The village is situated in 
South China and it is hot and wet in summer. Therefore all households installed a few 
fans at home. Some even had more than a dozen fans. These fans were only introduced 
in the 1980s when the villagers' economic conditions had improved. 
‘17 households included 16 households from household studies, and Ah Ming's family. 
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From the mid-1990s onwards, some households began to have air-conditioners. 
Out of the 17 families that I had interviewed, ten of them had installed air-conditioners 
and of these, eight families even owned more than one units. My informant Ah Ming's 
family had three air-conditioners at home. I found that it was always the younger 
household members who decided on acquiring air-conditioners. This was because 
many older villagers were not used to the air-conditioning facility. When I visited Mr. 
He, the richest man in the village during the summertime, it was hot but he did not turn 
on the air-conditioner in the living room. Mr. He explained that his parents were not 
used to air-conditioning. He also added that he had installed one air-conditioner in his 
parents' room but they never used it. 
With an increase in income, many villagers started to demand quality and stylish 
products. Some villagers told me if they could afford to, they would buy joint-venture 
goods or even imported goods. They believed that imported goods were better in design 
and quality than the products made in China. However, imported goods were always 
more expensive. Thus, the villagers had to negotiate their consumption and enjoyment 
of modern life in relation to their purchasing power. For example, Ah Ming bought a 
Japanese brand National air-conditioner at RMB 4,500 yuan for his room, whereas he 
installed two Chinese-made Gree air-conditioners in the other rooms. Ah Ming 
explained that it was too expensive to buy all National brand air-conditioners. The Gree 
air-conditioners, in contrast, cost only half the price of the National. 
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Table 8 Home appliances used by the Tian villagers as of August 2000 
26 Types of appliances None One item More than one 
item  
Cooking: 
Refrigerator 1 13 3 
Sterilized dish machine 2 15 0 
Rice cooker 1 16 1 
Microwave oven 12 5 0 
Oven 16 1 0 
Stove (Liquid Gas/Gas) 0 17 0 
Stove (wood fire/coal cake) 1 1 6 0 
Distilled water machine 13 4 0 
Leisure: 
Colour TV set 1 8 8 
Black & White TV set 0 0 0 
Video recorder 11 6 0 
VCR 4 13 0 
Laser Disc recorder 16 1 0 
CD recorder 6 11 0 
DVD recorder 0 0 0 
Radio 3 14 0 
Camera 14 3 0 
Other electrical household appliances: 
Washing machine 2 12 3 
Air-conditioner 7 2 8 
Electrical fan 0 0 17 
Water heater 4 9 4 
Hair dryer 4 13 0 
Telephone 2 7 8 
Fax machine 0 0 0 
Computer 14 3 0 
Printer 0 0 0 
Total no. of households: 17 
We have studied some of the modern housing conditions of the Tian villagers, but 
it is also useful to explore the changes in order to make a comparison. What kind of 
houses did the villagers live in the old days? Were there a lot of changes? I asked some 
older villagers about their housing conditions in the past. To my surprise, I found that 
those who were 40 years old or above had lived in straw houses since they were born. 
2 Both the roof and walls were made of straw. 
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The straw houses often leaked when there was a heavy rain. Ah Ming's parents talked 
about living in a straw house: 
Before I lived in a straw house. ..after I was born. ..If the rain wasn't heavy, 
it wouldn't go into the house. But when there was heavy rain and storm, 
the whole straw roof would be blown away and all my clothes would get 
wet. 
(Ah Ming's mother) 
The straw house was very simple; we built it by ourselves. At that time, we 
only had a long bench, a simple wooden bed made by ourselves, and some 
clothes. There was no electricity, no electrical fans...We used oil or water 
lamps! When there was heavy rain, the rain would leak into the house... So 
do you know what it means by 'a water-leaking house in rainy nights 
(nguk lauh gim fuhng lihn yeh yuhyi This was what the old days were 
like. ..all of us (Tian villagers) lived in straw houses like this. 
(Ah Ming's father) 
During the conversation, Ah Ming's parents did not complain about the poverty of 
the past. Instead, they treated it as funny. I have never had any experience living in a 
straw house and I felt sorry for them. However, Ah Ming's mother said this was what 
her old life was like. Ah Ming's father explained to me: 
I didn't feel sad at that time. You know. ..in the old days people's minds 
were simpler, unlike people nowadays who have complicated minds. 
Maybe this is why we didn't think we were happy or not. At that time, if 
the wind blew away our stuff, we just made-up the straw house again, and 
dried the clothes. This was the way we were. Don't you think this is very 
funny? It's totally different from the life now, you can't imagine. 
The above narration shows that some old villagers were conscious of the 
differences in living and made criticisms about their past perception and experiences. 
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Aunt Lai, 53, also told me a similar story. She had lived in a straw house for half a 
lifetime and her family did not finally have a tile and brick house until 1977. Aunt Lai 
said: 
Well, before we all lived in straw houses. Life was really harsh. Even in 
the 1970s our lives were not much better. Fortunately, in 1977, we had a 
tile and brick house and we didn't need to stay in straw houses any more. 
But you know, we borrowed some money from a relative in Hong Kong... 
Hmm...it was only about RMB 100 yuan but still, we needed to save 
money for three years to pay back this labor fee! You'd see how poor we 
were. 
By exploring some villagers' living experiences, it was surprising to know the 
dramatic changes in housing between 1950s and 1990s. The changes were more 
profound especially since the early 1990s when most villagers started to engage in 
non-farming activities. Many older villagers confided that they had never expected this. 
To conclude this section, let me summarize the general changes in housing here. Prior 
to 1975, most villagers lived in simple straw houses with almost nothing, except one 
household who stayed in a brick house. From the mid-1970s onwards, some were 
becoming 'modern' and moved into houses made of bricks with help from relatives in 
Hong Kong. Since the late 1980s, some engaged in industrial activities and they could 
afford to build two-storey brick houses with simple decoration and facilities. By 2000, 
some villagers had attained a higher standard of living and lived in modern 




Nowadays the villagers had a wide range of choices of food, unlike before, when 
being hungry was a common experience (see 3.2.3 for earlier discussion). From the 
1990s, they demanded good food and good service. As supported by Halbrendt and 
Tuan (1994) and Qin (1999), the major changes in food consumption in rural China are: 
quality, quantity and variety. A thirty-two-year old female villager said, ‘nowadays in 
Xiaolan, we can eat whatever we like...lobster, shrimp, crab, fish, etc. We've too much 
to eat and we don't desire (ngh hahn sihk) seafood as we did when we were young.， 
Take rice consumption as an example to illustrate how some Tian villagers 
negotiate modernity. Ah Ming's family now consumed Thai fragrant rice because they 
said the Chinese rice was not fragrant and tender enough. As of March 2001, it cost 
three RMB per Jin, which was three times more expensive than normal Chinese rice� 
However, Ah Ming's mother admitted that in the early 1990s, her family could not 
afford to eat quality rice. Ah Ming's mother recalled that when her sister-in-law Ah De 
was seriously ill and went back to Tian village from Hong Kong, Ah De found their rice 
not tasty. She missed the tender rice in Hong Kong. In order to give some good food for 
Ah De, Ah Ming's mother tried her best to buy quality rice for her. 
Ah Ming also joined in the conversation, and added that when he was young in the 
early 1980s, rice was self-sufficient, but they were never sure if they would have 
enough rice production the next year. Therefore they could not waste any grain. Ah 
Ming said, 'When I was young, if I spit a grain of rice on the table, my mother would 
ask me to eat that grain.' The improvement in economic condition allowed Ah Ming's 
family to consume better quality rice. The changes in rice consumption give some ideas 
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of the people's 'modern' living standard. 
Dining out 
Since the early 1990s, dining out in Xiaolan town had become popular. This 
suggested the emergent economic power of the people living around the town. The 
prosperity of Xiaolan town attracted local and foreign investments on the catering 
business. This was easy to observe as different kinds of restaurants began to grow in the 
town. Since the late 1990s in particular, some Taiwanese and Hong Kong businessmen 
opened up some middle to top range restaurants there. 
For instance, the new Colourful Restaurant at the Xingbao Shopping Mall aimed 
to offer a ‘modem and authentic' European environment and quality western food. As it 
is written in the restaurant leaflet: Provides you with an authentic European 
environment. The restaurant was decorated with Italian styled sculptures, paintings, and 
French Nouvel Empire style furniture. The waiters and waitresses all dressed in western 
styled uniforms. One can choose from a wide choice of food such as American steak, 
Italian pasta, Indian seafood curry and Cantonese rice porridge. The restaurant usually 
served an international buffet at night. It offered food like sushi, cakes, roasted meat, 
Chinese soup noodles, baked oyster with cheese, stir-fried vegetables; beverage like 
fruit punch, red wine and coffee. 
The Colourful Restaurant also aimed to provide a romantic environment for the 
diners. There was an auto-play grand Yamaha piano, and the restaurant employed a 
pianist and violinist to play music during dinnertime. All these services suggested a 
touch of class. Imagine a chef in white uniform cooking a steak in front of you, or a 
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waiter besides the dining table grinding the coffee beans and making the coffee. A cup 
of freshly ground Jamaican coffee served with Wedgwood^ coffee sets, cost 16 RMB 
only. This 'western' restaurant was a form of cultural reinvention. The European styled 
decoration with international food met the imagined customers' demands at the local 
level. Some people with economic power could search for such 'modem' experience. 
Dining at high-class 'western' restaurants was an experience of modernity. 
Dining at ‘western’ restaurants was more a popular activity for the younger 
generation. When I talked to some younger Tian villagers, they said that they would 
like to bring their wives and children to have western meals. They found the 
environment romantic and comfortable. Every time when I was in a western restaurant, 
I observed most customers were young or middle-aged people. Many older villagers 
had still never tried to eat at western restaurants, and they did not dine out often. It was 
because they usually stayed in the village to look after the houses. However, when the 
whole family dined out, they would go for a Cantonese meal because the older people 
preferred Cantonese food. 
When I talked to some older female villagers about western food, they told me 
they had never tried it. Ah Ming's mother was there, and she immediately laughed at 
one of them and commented 'You've never tried a western meal? What's wrong with 
you? {sai chaan dou meih sihk gwo? gaau cho a?y. This example supports that eating 
western food was a kind of exotic experience. Some dining experiences can be the 
‘cultural capital' to distinguish people from others to show their 'multiculturalism'. 
Food is political. 
3 The waitress in this restaurant said this coffee set cost around RMB 400 yuan, which was almost equal 
to her monthly salary. If she broke it, she would have to pay back the money to the restaurant. 
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The introduction of western food was a consequence of globalization. Foreign 
influences have been pervading and changing the food habits of the Chinese (Anderson 
& Anderson 1977). The influences provide as a window to see how globalism and 
localism struggle and change people's food consumption. However, we should not 
overestimate the influence of 'western food,, especially on the adults. First, I found that 
the villagers ate and cooked Cantonese food at home. When I visited the families during 
my research, none cooked western food at home. Sometimes the villagers bought baked 
breads and cakes but treated them as snacks. 
Second, dining out in a ‘western’ restaurant did not mean they wanted to have 
some western food. When I asked the villagers what kinds of food they mostly ordered, 
only a few told me occasionally they ate steak, but most of them ate Cantonese food. 
For example, rice-in-the pot, Chinese fried rice, Chinese soup noodles, Chinese soup of 
the day, and various kinds of Chinese style vegetables. This suggests that for most 
villagers, having a western meal could be having some Chinese food using forks and 
knifes in a relaxing ‘western’ restaurant. The habit of eating western food among the 
villagers should then be understood contextually. 
Third, the acquired food habit is not easy to change and the acquisition of taste is 
always a long historical process" .^ Once when I went to eat with some middle-aged 
villagers, I ordered a bowl of green salad. Ah Fai, a villager looked at me with interest. 
I offered him the chance to try my salad but he declined, smiling, and said that it looked 
4 A case by Levenstein (1985) (quoted in Mennell et al. 1992) shows how the Americans intended to 
change the Italian immigrants' eating habits around 1900 but without success. This case suggests that 
taste is resistant to change. 
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like 'eating grass'. It was because the villagers did not eat raw v e g e t a b l e s 5 . j j ^ j g was 
why Ah Fai found the salad inedible. To many villagers, dining at a ‘western’ restaurant 
was an experience of transnationalism, but their acquired taste constrained them from 
acknowledging the authentic 'western' food. 
The western food influence might have more profound influences on the young 
children (see Jun 2000). I shall use McDonald's case to illustrate my point. There was 
one McDonald's restaurant in Xiaolan town centre. I was surprised that even three-year 
old young children liked food from McDonald's. From my observation, it was always 
the children who urged the adults to go there because they liked French fries, ice cream 
and the complimentary toy when they bought a child's meal. Adults were more resistant 
to McDonald's food. This supports the argument that taste is culturally shaped and it is 
resistant to change. Once I went with some children for McDonald's food, a child's 
father declined my offer because he thought it was 'meaningless to eat McDonald's 
food'. I knew a child also persuaded her mother to go with her, but her mother was not 
interested in McDonald's food. Every time when the child's relatives went there, the 
child would urge the relatives to bring her along. Though the parents were not keen on 
McDonald's food, they were encouraging the children to eat the food. I noticed that 
many parents would use McDonald's food as a reward for their children. The parents 
would not bring them to have McDonald's food if the children were naughty. As 
suggested in other studies, the McDonald's phenomenon is globalizing to many 
different corners of the world, and it is no exception in Xiaolan town (c.f. Ritzer 1993; 
Watson 1997, 2000). 
5 Except when they had the famous local dish — deep-fried Xiaolan fish balls. They used fresh lettuce to 
wrap up the hot fish balls to eat. 
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Cooking fuel 
Now let us turn to discuss the fuel used to cook. I shall highlight the changes in 
technology in relation to cooking. Nowadays all 17 households used liquid gas to cook. 
Traditionally most families used straw or firewood for cooking. Before the mid-1980s, 
some villagers cultivated rice and they could use the straw as the major and free source 
of energy. When I first visited Ah Ming in 1992, they used firewood for cooking. This 
was the first time in my life I had seen a real wood fire! In 1996, when they moved into 
their new multi-storey house, they started to use liquid gas6. 
Unexpectedly, when I revisited Ah Ming in January 2001,1 found that the family 
had started to use an electrical digital cooker for hot pof. Ah Ming explained that he 
wanted to try new technology to 'cook without fire' so he spent 750 RMB to buy this 
cooker. The changes in the use of fuel for cooking were again a clue to see their 
modernizing lifestyle. See Table 9. Ah Ming's wife said that they were becoming more 
modern. In the past, they used firewood, then liquid gas, and now they even used an 
electrical digital cooker. Consumption of goods asserts ‘progress,, and if the villagers 
had money, they could attain a higher level of modernity. One can see how the villagers 
are actively negotiating modernity. 
However, the use of new technology among the villagers did not necessarily mean 
a rejection of the old traditions. This implies that material progress and traditions are 
not mutually exclusive in heading for modernity. The villagers were pragmatic in 
6 Since they rent the old brick house to non-local workers, the latter kept the old tradition and used wood 
fire. 
7 It was common for Tian villagers to have hot-pot in winter. They were concerned about the food quality, 
and they said that food dishes in winter turn cold easily and so it was better to have hot-pot. The food is 
eaten as it is cooked in the hot-pot. 
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maintaining their traditions despite their desires for more technology. Take the 'coal 
cake’8 {muih beng) as an example. There were still many families using coal cakes for 
cooking, not because of its low cost but due to its efficiency. Six out of seventeen 
households in my research used coal cakes for cooking. A 38 year-old housewife said, 
'We use coal cakes not because they are cheap, in fact, how much can we save (by using 
it)? Let me tell you, we like to use it for cooking soup. If we use coal cakes to cook, the 
fire will die out automatically in three hours. We don't need to look after the fire and it,s 
convenient.' 
Table 9 Cooking fuel used by 17 households in August 2000 
Types of Firewood or Coal Cake Liquid Gas Liquid Gas + Total 
cooking fuel straw Coal Cake 
No. of households 0 0 1 1 6 17 
Food and hygiene 
The use of material goods asserts and reflects the changes of villagers' ideology. 
The villagers thought they were more modem and ‘civilized, than before. One reason 
was that they cared for hygiene and had become health-conscious (see Zhou & Zhang 
1997:112-3). By observing some consumer goods, they claimed to be jeun bouh or 
progressive. Many families had sterilizing dish machines, 15 out of 17 households had 
one in my research. They explained that the washed dishes were not clean and must be 
sterilized by high heat. Four households had a high demand for drinking quality water 
and they drank distilled water at home. One of them had been drinking it since 1999. 
8 It is a small piece of coal, which is shaped like a round cake and used for cooking. 
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One family reported that they had been using a water filter since 1998. 
These households explained that the water quality nowadays was poor due to 
pollution because of industrialization. Although the water was boiled, there were 
enormous amounts of bacteria. This was why they drank distilled or filtered water to 
ensure good health. The villagers were concerned about the changing environment in 
relation to their health. The progress of modernization leads to environmental 
deterioration, and some better-off people were forced to negotiate and manage certain 
risks brought by pollution by consuming some ‘hygienic’ goods. Table 10 shows the 
details. 
Table 10 Types of hygienic machines used by 17 households in August 2000 
lypes of machine Owned Did not own Total no. of 
household 
Sterilizing dish machine 15 2 17 
Distilled water machine 4 13 17 
Water filter 1 16 17 
5.1.3 Transportation 
In the early 1990s, not many Tian villagers had a motorbike or scooter^ By 2000, a 
motorbike was no more a luxury as it had become a daily necessity for many Tian 
villagers. This suggested that many Tian villagers used less public transportation in 
daily life. 16 out of 17 households in my study had a motorbike, and eight households 
9 Usually the men used motorbikes and women used scooters. For ease of discussion, I used motorbikes 
to refer both to motorbikes and scooters. 
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even owned more than one motorbike (see Table 11). 
Take Ah Ming's family as an example. In 1992,1 noticed that the family of five 
adults owned one motorbike only. However, in 2000, they had four motorbikes. Only 
Ah Ming's mother rode a bicycle because she did not know how to ride a motorbike. I 
asked her why she kept using her bicycle. She responded that riding a bicycle was fine, 
and she had been using it for many years. Also, Ah Ming's mother explained that it was 
difficult for old people to obtain a driving license. I observed that generally, older 
villagers were more inclined to ride bicycles whereas the younger villagers all drove 
motorbikes. The difficulty of mastering the driving skills for a license was one of the 
major factors that forced many older villagers to keep using bicycles. 
In my study, four households had trucks, one had a China-made van, and only one 
had a secondhand imported Japanese private car. These car owners were from four 
households only and this implies the economic disparity was rather great among the 
villagers. 
Table 11 Types of vehicles used by the 17 households in August 2000 
Types of vehicles One More than one None 
Bicycle 8 9 0 
Motorbike 8 8 1 
Truck 2 2 13 
Van 1 . 0 16 
Private Car 1 0 16 
Others 0 0 H  
Total no. of household: 17 
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Many villagers enjoyed the convenience of motorbikes. Some dynamic villagers 
like Ah Ming and Ah San had a different view. They both told me that they were hoping 
for an imported Japanese or European car�� . They legitimized their desires as 'people 
needed to be jeun bouh,. This confirms my earlier argument that the level of material 
achievements was seen by Tian villagers as a measurement to evaluate the level of 
progress. They added, ‘once we have a bicycle, we'd like to have a motorbike. Once 
we've got a motorbike, we'd like to have a car'. This aspiration for an imported car was 
understandable because not many could afford one. Therefore, an imported car was 
undoubtedly a symbol of success in modernity. However, people consume within 
economic constraints. The villagers with different economic power consume certain 
vehicles to assert their level of modernity. Chasing material goods and progress was the 
meaning of life among the villagers. 
The desires for material goods were highly related to the changing socio-economic 
environment. In the past, the villagers had never thought of being rich. Therefore, they 
did not make plans about what they would do if one day they were richer. For a couple 
of times, some villagers complained about the poor and shortsighted judgement of the 
former village head. Ah Ming explained that when the aunt Ah De assisted them to 
build a new two-storey brick house in the mid-1980s, they asked the village head how 
wide the street should be. It was because they were the first who built a multi-storey 
house in Street 3. At that time, the village head and others did not think of having cars 
one day and so the street was made narrow. Ah Ming explained: 
1° See earlier discussion in Chapter 3. 
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When we wanted to build the house, we asked the village head. The village 
head said it was okay to leave the street three-meter wide.. .this was 
because in the past, no one expected that we'd have cars one day. At that 
time, motorbikes were still a luxury, and we only rode bicycles. This was 
why our village head thought the three-meter-wide street was good 
enough.. .Now it's different, we're richer, our street is so narrow and it's 
difficult to drive (if we have a car). 
It was true that the villagers had never thought of today's progress in 
transportation. 
Travelling experience 
The technological and economic improvement for transportation allowed 
villagers to travel in or out of Guangdong. All members in Ah Ming's family had 
traveled before except the small children. How about the other villagers? I found that 
nineteen out of seventy-nine villagers had traveled outside the Guangdong province. In 
my study, I found that some had even traveled by air for leisure. Four villagers had been 
to Southeast Asia, nine villagers had visited Hong Kong and fifteen villagers had 
traveled to other provinces in China. At the time of research, no villager had ever been 
to Europe or USA. See Table 12. 
Table 12 The destinations of travel of the 19 villagers as of August 2000 
Destinations No. of villagers  
Other Chinese provinces 15 
Hong Kong 9 
Southeast Asia 4 
Europe/America 0 
Others 3 
1 0 9 
By exploring more fully about the villagers' travelling desires, one can realize 
their disappointment in the search of modernity. The state policy exercises strict 
mobility control over the citizens in China, and some richer villagers wished to visit 
far-distant countries but with great difficulties. For example, Ah Sang once said that 
'it's a dream to travel to USA because it's difficult to materialize'. Mr. He, the 
millionaire in Tian village, also expressed his discontent towards the strict mobility 
control. Many villagers even had expressed that they desired the living conditions in 
the western world that allowed them to travel around freely. It is true that the state 
policy prohibits the citizens' free mobility^. 
In Chapter 3,1 have shown how the mass media brought about the Hong Kong 
influences to the Tian villagers. This kept the villagers up-to-date of the outside world. 
For example, the trendy non-electrical roller-board scooters had become popular in 
Xiaolan town recently. This kind of scooter had been a fashion in Hong Kong and 
societies such as Japan and USA since 1999. In the early part of 2001,1 could see some 
children rolling these scooters in the village. In fact, the villagers responded to me that 
they had known about roller-board scooters for one or two years through Hong Kong 
television, but now the prices went down to RMB 100 yuan per vehicle so they could 
buy for their children to play. This example shows the village children were now also 
enjoying some modern 'toys' like those in the industrialized world. This is an example 
of the globalization of leisure. 
11 As told by the villagers, they could not get a visa to travel abroad freely, especially to such western 
societies like the USA and UK. They must join a tour to travel, or be invited by an organization of the 
destination for a business trip. It would cost much to take a trip apart from the travelling expenses. My 
informants said even if they wanted to join a package tour, they needed to pay 'caution money' (some 
tens of thousand of RMB) to ensure that they could return to China after the trip. In addition, they could 
not determine the time to go because they needed to queue up and wait for 'selection' after applying for a 
tour. This was like buying a lottery. 
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By showing the above changes in transportation of the villagers, we found that 
this aspect of modern living was also modernizing and improving. Nevertheless, 
villagers needed negotiations in consumption in order to enjoy their 'imagined, modern 
lifestyle. 
5.14 Clothes 
I heard from some older villagers that when they were young, people dressed very 
homogeneously. The style was simple and the colour was either grey or blue without 
any printed patterns. It was very different from now when people wore clothes of 
different colours and styles. Nowadays the villagers wore western-style clothes, such 
as T-shirts, shirts, western trousers and leather shoes. They could choose from various 
options to present themselves distinctively from others. The differences between now 
and before was a matter of quantity, quality and style. 
In the past when the shortage of goods was common, the villagers would get 
jealous or upset if others had more clothes. Many reminisce that during that period, 
they 'had no spare clothing (yifuhk dou ngh do yat gihri),. Ah Fun, a twenty-six-year 
old young woman, recalled her childhood experience: 
When I was young, how could I wear any western clothes? In fact, our 
clothes had no style. I remember that I always wore my sister's old clothes, 
and I only had one or two pieces. My family used some simple cloths to 
sew the clothes for me...no style.. • (Ah Fun, 26) 
Similarly, Aunt Lai who was 53 at the time of research, had experienced some 
hardships. In the 1950s and 1960s, life was harsher. There were no shops for selling 
clothes. Each villager only received a small piece of cloth from the production team 
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to make a shirt to wear. Aunt Lai narrated: 
Many years ago...I am talking about the communal time during the mid-
1950s to early 1960s. It was the harshest time for me. We didn't have any 
clothes, even if you had money, you couldn't buy it.. .because each person 
only got a small piece of cloth (36 x 32 inches)...When we made the 
trousers we couldn't make the shirt.. .how could we have clothes to wear? 
We didn't even have enough cloth to make underwear!.. .No, there weren't 
any shops selling clothes at that time, how was it possible? Not until the 
1980s were there shops selling clothes... 
(Aunt Lai, 53) 
Now in the 2000s, life is different. Shops in Xiaolan sell quality and fashionable 
clothes. Some Hong Kong brand chain-shops like Giordano, Apple Shop and Baleno 
are available. On some occasions such as during the Chinese New Year, most men even 
wore a tie and business suit, carrying a black bag and wearing black leather shoes. They 
said it was more polite to dress like this to see relatives. This triggers a question: the 
social judgement of taste. Some informants told me that foreign goods were better in 
quality and style, and this justified why they cost much more. A story is commonly told 
by Tian villagers to support their views. A business suit cost RMB 200 yuan attracted 
no customers and it was left in the shop for a year. One day the shop-owner changed the 
price tag and sold it for RMB 1,000 yuan, and within one afternoon someone bought it. 
The villagers commented that people had a belief that 'something cheap is of poor 
quality'. 
There is another episode. One night I visited a family. I saw the man wore an 
imitated brand shirt and I asked him how much it cost. He did not know it was imitated 
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and told me that it cost 100 RMB. I told him that it was a fake and it should not cost so 
much as RMB 100 yuan. His wife was there, and she was a bit embarrassed and told me 
that it cost only RMB 40 yuan. In fact she shopped for her husband. She immediately 
explained to her husband that 'you need to meet people for business, if the shirt is 
cheap, will you wear it? That's why I told you it cost RMB 100 yuan'. 
Having discussed the above two examples, we can say that in general price was a 
marker of taste for the villagers. It was because most of them grew up in poverty, the 
material life was rather homogenous, and there was no high and low culture within the 
community. To the villagers, the experience of cultivation of taste is distinctively 
different from those in France and England. Most villagers grew up in poverty that 
forced them to be concerned with quantity, not quality. The villagers who did not have 
cultivated taste had to rely on the price as an indicator of evaluating quality. In this 
sense, it was common for them to believe that ‘the higher the price, the better the 
quality and taste'. Price was a measure of taste and quality. 
In addition to price, advertising was playing an influential role in shaping people's 
consumption choices in China. Ms. Ho^^ an accounts director of a Hong Kong public 
relations company whose main company business was to help clients to develop 
Chinese markets, explained to me the importance of advertising in China is marketing. 
Ms. Ho pointed out that many people in China are 'immature consumers', and they 
relied on advertisement for information. This is because most mainlanders have 
become rich only recently and they are eager to try many things that are new to them. 
The Hong Kong consumers, however, would not 'trust' the advertising messages and 
12 Personal communication. 
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they have enough knowledge to 'filter' and evaluate the products. Therefore, 
advertising campaigns could make a product into a necessity more easily in Mainland 
China. 
Although the villagers relied on price to judge the quality of clothes, most of them 
were not willing to spend much on them. Even for the young women, some told me that 
it was too expensive for them to buy an imported European blouse which cost at least 
RMB 300 yuan. However, the villagers acknowledged that some people in Xiaolan did 
spend a great deal on clothing. They told me that there was a shop in Xiaolan that 
helped customers to buy whatever items they liked from Hong Kong. One just needed 
to tell them what she wanted and paid some deposits, the shop would buy the goods in 
Hong Kong. However, these Tian villagers had never purchased things from this shop. 
I noticed that many villagers regardless of age wore imitated designer clothes, 
such as some Hong Kong brands like U2, G2000, and Goldlion; western brands like 
Dunhill and Nike. This phenomenon suggests a negotiation in consumption. Many 
desired brand goods but they could not afford to buy them, so they bought imitations. 
Some younger female villagers were also chasing after modem beauty and they had 
started consuming cosmetics products such as facial washing gels, lotions and lipsticks. 
In Xiaolan town, one can find some 'economical' cosmetics products like American 
Maybelline, Olay or Japanese Kao. World prestigious and expensive cosmetics brands 
such as Chanel, Christian Dior and Estee Lauder were not available in Xiaolan. This 
may be due to fewer people in Xiaolan are as economically well-off as those in Beijing, 
Shanghai and Guangzhou. 
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However, for some Tian villagers, foreign brands were not good enough. They 
believed that brand goods that are made in western countries are superior, just as I have 
explored the case of electrical appliances earlier. A Chinese saying supports this 
mentality that 'goods from outside of the town are desired, men from outside the town 
are despised {wu li xiang gui, ren li xiang jian),. Once Ah Yan bought a Maybelline 
lipstick and found that it was made in China. She was a bit disappointed, and said: 
This is a Chinese product? No wonder it's so cheap, only costs RMB 47 
yuan...if it's made in USA, it won't be so cheap! ...could cost at least 
RMB 100 yuan. No wonder.. .made in China. Do you think the quality is 
different (if it is made in China)? 
5.1.5 Consuming modernity as a daily activity 
By exploring the above four material aspects of life — housing, food, 
transportation and clothes, I have discussed the changes of consumption of the Tian 
villagers in the face of modernity. Their lifestyles had become urbanized and 
modernized. Western electronic goods such as television sets, rice cookers, washing 
machines and refrigerators had become necessities in the 1990s for modern living. The 
quality and styles of the goods had become important criterion for consumption with 
their rising income level. We have seen that Ah Yan wondered if the quality was 
inferior because her American brand lipstick was made in China. This reaffirms that 
villagers believed in the cultural myth that imported goods were superior. 
Concerning food, more varieties of restaurants were opened and this suggested 
Tian villagers had more options to try new things, and the issue of changing taste would 
be an interesting case to debate. Many children were eager to eat McDonald's food, and 
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some younger villagers liked to bring their families to try a western meal. The 
phenomenon suggested a globalization of taste at one level. However, the case became 
complicated when we explored further what was a western meal for them. To many 
villagers, having western meal was in actual fact having Cantonese food with western 
utensils in a 'western' restaurant. In this respect, we can see how food habit is 
persistent to change. Following this logic, we can support the fact that traditions are 
important to people's lives. As Giddens (2000:62-63) writes, 'traditions are needed and 
will always persist, because they give continuity and form to life'. 
On the other hand, the villagers' demands for quality and services were higher due 
to a rise in economic power. Consumption is then an expression of people's economic 
success in negotiating modernity. We can support this by the classy coffee or American 
steak offered by the Colourful Restaurant. The people not only cared for the taste of the 
food, but also the environment and services; so more high-class restaurants were being 
opened. Through consumption, the Tian villagers could choose what they liked and 
presented themselves in their imagined ideal selves. For instance, some young adult 
villagers now preferred to wear business suits and ties that made them look more polite 
and smart. Some wore fashionable casual clothes in daily life. The villagers were 
consuming modernity, which was now a daily activity. 
5.2 Economic power and generational differences in consumption 
In this research, I have noticed that there were differences in consumption due to 
economic and generational factors. I shall relate the differences to the aspiration for 
modernity among the villagers that I have discussed earlier in Chapter 3. The 
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differences are more vividly shown in consumption because perceptions are always 
expressed in people's behavior. Generally the younger villagers had more economic 
power and were more stylish. I shall use some examples such as the use of mobile 
telephones and debit cards to illustrate the arguments. 
5.2.1 Mobile telephones 
Although villagers regardless of age and gender used mobile telephones, it was 
more popular among the younger villagers. Older villagers, especially those who 
always stayed in the village, did not need a mobile telephone or pager. Some Tian 
villagers explained that it was no longer fashionable to use pagers ^ ^ The popularization 
of mobile telephones began in the late 1990s when telecommunication was better 
developed. Unlike in the early 1990s, the telecommunication system was new and a 
mobile telephone could cost at least RMB 15,000 yuan. Most villagers could not afford 
one. Nowadays the villagers had no difficulty buying and changing mobile telephones 
as the prices had gone down. In downtown Xiaolan, there are numerous 
telecommunication companies such as Nokia and Motorola that people can buy the 
mobile telephones conveniently. By observing this phenomenon, one can speculate the 
high demands for mobile telephones and services in the Xiaolan region^\ 
Many young villagers were concerned about the style and the brand of mobile 
telephones. Mostly they bought worldwide brands such as Nokia and Motorola, instead 
13 The pager was introduced to China in 1984. Currently the users of pager reached 70 million in China. 
See China Business, 4 July, 2000. 
14 Currently there are about 43 million mobile telephone users in China, and 7.5 million of them are from 
Guangdong province. Nanfang Ribao, 27 June, 2000. 
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of Chinese brands like TCL and Kejiani5. Ah Ming, for example, bought a Sony mobile 
telephone which cost more than RMB 3,500 yuan in early 2001 but now he wanted to 
change to another 'better' model. In fact, since 1998 he had changed two Motorola 
telephones when he found the styles were 'outdated'. Ah Ming changed his mobile 
telephone almost each year! To Ah Ming, an up-to-date mobile telephone should be 
lightweight, multi-functional and trendy. Ah Ming would give the old mobile 
telephones to his parents or just leave them unused. 
A villager in her mid-twenties had a Nokia 8210 mobile telephone that she spent 
3,800 RMB to buy in 2000. Her monthly salary was less than RMB 2,200 yuan as an 
accountant in a nation-wide plant-growing company. I was surprised that she was 
willing to spend almost two months' salaries on a Nokia telephone. However, she 
thought this telephone was worthy because she really liked it — being light, small, smart 
and thin. She said, 'What can I do? I really like it, therefore I went to buy it. This is my 
character. When I see something nice, I'll buy it if I can really afford it.， 
The above discussions showed that the design and quality of mobile telephones 
were important criteria for the young villagers. Many villagers were no longer satisfied 
with an ordinary workable mobile telephone. Some even used stylish mobile 
telephones to assert their 'modern' status. Mobile telephones were a symbol of 
prosperity and modernity, in particular to the younger villagers. 
"5 These foreign companies Nokia, Motorola and Ericsson share 90% of the mobile telephone market in 
China. China Business, 4 July, 2000. 
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5.2.2 Debit Cards / Shopping VIP Cards 
In this section, I am concerned with the symbolic meaning of a debit card or 
shopping VIP card and its use. All around the world, many people see a 'plastic' card as 
a definition of the cardholder's economic and social status. For example, in Hong Kong, 
it is much valued to have a platinum credit card rather than the basic silver card because 
only some exclusive people are qualified and invited to have a platinum card. Such a 
credit card carries much cultural meaning by some people who share the culture. 
As in Xiaolan, the use of debit cards was not common before the mid-1990s. I 
remember that in the early 1990s, only big hotels accepted international credit and local 
debit cards. It was only since the late 1990s that the major supermarkets accepted debit 
cards. Shopping VIP cards were new to the people in Xiaolan. These cards were 
usually issued by the supermarkets and department stores in town, as well as the 
bakeries that appeared after the mid-1990s. Usually once the customers spent a certain 
sum of money in the shops, they could receive a card. Sometimes the customers might 
need to pay a small entry fee (approx. 30 RMB) for a shopping VIP card. With the card, 
people were entitled a discount when shopping. 
In the seventeen households that I had studied more intensively, only five persons 
had a credit card and nine persons had a shopping VIP card. Those who had a credit 
card also had a shopping VIP card. All cardholders were younger villagers because 
they always went to shop at supermarkets and shopping centers in the town. The older 
villagers would rather go to the nearby local market to buy food and clothes. Ah Yi, a 
grandmother, told me that her granddaughter sometimes urged her to go to Xingbao 
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Shopping Centrei6. The small granddaughter did not like to shop at groceries at the 
local market because the shops were 'old, simple and without air-conditioning'. This 
shows some generation differences in shopping activities. 
It is true that the new supermarkets like Xingbao Shopping Centre are trying to 
change the villagers' consuming behaviour. Xingbao Shopping Centre had already 
started mailing leaflets to Tian villagers periodically, introducing them some 
discounted items and enclosing discount coupons. These marketing strategies were 
aimed at attracting people to shop at the modem shopping centres. This suggests a 
globalization of shopping experience. 
Some villagers shopped at shopping malls to define their 'modern' lifestyle. Some 
young villagers once told me that only the non-local workers bought clothes and 
accessories in the local market. However, the story was different. The young people 
claimed the goods in the local market were poor in style and quality. Even if the goods 
were cheaper than in department stores and shopping centres, they preferred to shop at 
the latter. For the old villagers, they found products in the local market good at price, 
style and quality. Shopping at the local market was their habit. This reflects the 
differences in consumption behaviour between the old and young villagers. Also, the 
discrepancy in the young villagers' discourse confirms the advantage of participation 
observation. They claimed that only the non-local workers shopped at local market was 
misleading. I had learnt that what people said might not be always reliable. By staying 
in the field for a period, we could understand better the facets of life through careful 
observation. 
丨6 See Chapter 2 for detail. 
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Most older male villagers told me that they cared about looking stylish. However, 
how they dressed showed me a different story. They only bought low quality clothes in 
the local market: a pair of short trousers for RMB 25 yuan, or a T-shirt for RMB 10 
yuan. Anyhow, these older villagers agreed that they did not desire branded goods, 
unlike their children. Uncle Eight, a villager in his early fifties commented: 
I don't desire branded goods. Some people chase after branded 
clothes., .do you know why? They just want to show off and to raise their 
status. This isn't good. I read a newspaper article that the richest man in 
the world...I forgot his name...he does PC business in USA...he's so rich 
but he only wears simple clothes. 
Uncle Eight continued to tell me his attitude to branded goods. He said that 
someone who chased after money and status would lose their mind and do anything at 
all cost. He might even commit crimes for it. Eventually he would lose everything in 
his life. For Uncle Eight, a person should be contented with his life and happiness 
would follow suit. This example provides us some clues to understand the generation 
differences in valuing and consuming goods. Older villagers were less materialistic in 
negotiating modernity. 
5.2.3 The concept of frugality 
Traditionally, it is ideal to eat a meal seventy percent full in Chinese culture 
(Chang 1977:10). This may be related to Chinese customary poverty over food 
resources, and that people do not have enough amount to eat. It is thus common to teach 
a person not to waste any grain of rice in the rice bowl when he is young. Every grain of 
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rice represents a reward of the hard work of the farmers, an attitude that is deeply 
rooted in this agricultural country. Every child in school is familiar with the saying that 
'who would have known every grain of rice is full of bitter sweat?'. 
Tradition is dynamic. The reinvention and reproduction of culture is an everyday 
process of social life (Hanson 1989:899). A culture must be adaptable and flexible to 
environmental changes in order to keep growing. Similarly, people's practice might 
change as an adjustment to the changing social world. We could observe people's food 
consumption to see the changing tradition of frugality. For example, Ah Ming's mother 
complained that her children and grandchildren were wasting too much food. She said 
that ‘Ah Ming has forgotten the past' because he did not eat leftover food. However, Ah 
Ming also blamed his daughter of being too choosy and wasting much food. The 
changing concept of frugality was due to the different environments which people had 
experienced. As seen, Ah Ming's mother was more concerned with the tradition of 
frugality than her descendants. 
Ah Ming's three-year-old daughter, however, was the choosiest person within the 
household. Ah Ming recalled that when he was young, only occasionally the whole 
family had some vegetables, and two steamed eggs to eat with rice. The family was 
poor and could not even afford to waste a grain of rice during the hard times (see 5.1.2). 
However, his daughter was growing up in better economic condition, and she had never 
experienced hunger. Thus she had cultivated a choosy taste. For example, she only ate 
the egg white but not the yolk. 
Another villager, Mr. He, also commented on the eating habits of his two 
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daughters. He said, 
When we're young, we're afraid of not having enough food and we 
rushed to eat. However, for my daughters, it's the opposite, they won't 
eat even if we force them to eat.. .Things are different now, the children 
are luckier and more "valuable" because we parents spoil them too 
much. They don't know what is hardship, what is hunger. 
The above examples show people's reinterpretation of eating traditions over time. 
Also, the examples give us some support to predict a more radical change of 
consumption patterns of the next generation. Their way of life would be much different 
from their parents and senior family members. For example, it was not common for 
villagers to use liquid soap or bars for bathing in the 1980s due to scarcity. Some Tian 
villagers occasionally received soap bars bought by their relatives in Hong Kong when 
the latter visited the village. 
Ah Min, a 32-year old female villager, told me when she visited Hong Kong in 
1994, she brought many Lux soap bars and liquid soap, Japanese brand hair shampoo 
and conditioner, and fabric softener back to the village. She explained that during the 
period, there were not many choices in Xiaolan. If so, they were very expensive and 
poor in quality. In addition, Ah Min was afraid of buying faked items. 
However, now Ah Min said that she would not be so silly again to carry back these 
heavy things if she ever visited Hong Kong again. Instead she would only buy nice 
clothes and shoes. It was because one could find everything in Xiaolan now. Shampoo 
products like Vidal Sasson, Rejoice and Relvon, or bathing products such as Lux, Dove 
and Biore could be found in every major supermarket. I noticed there were numerous 
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brands of each product for people to choose^^ What was a luxury is now a necessity. 
Even a young child told me, 'when I take a bath, I don't use a soap bar, I use liquid 
soap.' Ah Min's story reveals to us the changes in consumption patterns of soap among 
the villagers. This reminds us the argument by Appadurai (1986) that things have social 
lives. The 'vagaries of demand' impacts the value of a commodity. Appadurai (1986) 
discusses the political economy of taste as: Exclusivity Authenticity -> 
Connoisseurship. 
A commodity is at first 'exotic' to another culture, and the limited availability 
makes the good exclusive for a small group of customers. With the technological 
advancement, the commodities are mass-produced and have become accessible and 
affordable for more consumers. In order to preserve the prestige of the goods, 
exclusivity has to give place to authenticity. Eventually consumers are no longer 
satisfied with authenticity when their knowledge of the goods increases. The economic 
motives of the producers and dealers produce more varieties to diversify the quality and 
the aesthetic level of the goods. The need for connoisseurship is the result. 
This concept is useful for understanding the politics of demand of consumer goods 
by the Tian villagers with some modifications. Take the example of soap consumption 
again. The soap products were once expensive and exclusive in Xiaolan due to their 
scarcity. After sometime, some fake goods were widely available in the market and the 
villagers were afraid of being cheated. They questioned the authenticity of a product. 
As time went by, more varieties of soap products were available and the villagers' 
knowledge of the commodities increased. They demanded higher quality and aesthetic 
�7 In fact, I found that there were more choices than in the supermarkets in Hong Kong. 
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goods. This required the connoisseurship to make a judgement of a commodity. 
Villagers had also become connoisseurs finally. The demands for soap products and the 
knowledge of the consumers impact the value of the commodity. 
5.3 Anti-consumption: the problem of social security 
By highlighting the lifestyles of the villagers, this reveals to us the drastic socio-
economic changes in Tian village and Xiaolan town. The use of some consumer goods 
like mobile telephones is an example. One may have problems if we only pay attention 
to the consumption of tangible goods. In my study, I found that there were some other 
factors that might discourage people from consuming tangible goods. One of the 
reasons was due to social security. In the following paragraphs, I shall discuss Ah 
Han's family in order to explore the issue more fully. 
5.3.1 Ah Han's Case 
Ah Han lived with his wife and three children in a reinforced concrete house, 
which was built in the early 1990s. The house was poorly decorated. This was the only 
family in my study that farmed full-time. Besides farming, Ah Han also rented out 
some rooms for non-local workers to live. When I visited them, I found that they hardly 
had any consumer items at home. They had no television set or telephone. They only 
had a cooking stove, some electrical fans, and two bicycles. Table 13 shows the 
consumer goods used by Ah Han's family. 
At first, I wondered if Ah Han was too poor to afford any modern consumer items. 
However, during my visit, Ah Han and his wife repeatedly told me that they could 
1 2 5 
afford to buy some, but they preferred not to do so. Ah Han's wife explained that since 
some factories had been set up in the village since the late 1990s, more migrant workers 
stayed in the village and the security deteriorated. More importantly, there was no one 
at home during the daytime, so burglars could easily steal their things. Ah Han's wife 
narrated: 
Yes, we've nothing in the house, not even a telephone. We're afraid of our 
things being stolen. In fact, we had a colour television set before (two 
months before this interview) but it was stolen. ..Why didn't we lock it up? 
We did, but still it was stolen. This is why we don't buy anything 
here...We've two bicycles, one for my daughter to go to school, one for 
me. That's all we need to have.. .Why do we have only two bikes (for five 
people in this family)? We had a number of bikes, but they were all stolen. 
Up till now, more than twelve bikes had been stolen.. .we can afford to buy 
a telephone or TV set, we just don't want these to be stolen. • .we find it 
okay not to have these things, no problem at all. We can go to neighbors' 
houses to watch TV. It's also very convenient. 
Table 13 Consumption preferences in August 2000: Ah Han Case 
Goods owned by Ah Hang's family: 
Not Owned Owned 
TV set Stove (liquid gas) 
Telephone Electrical fans 
Washing machine Life Insurance* 




Refrigerator ""intangible goods 
1 2 6 
Ah Han's family was concerned with social security. I thus asked them if they had 
purchased any life insurance. To my surprise, Ah Han told me that they had purchased 
life insurance! Ah Han, his wife and his youngest son were insured, leaving only the 
two daughters. In this case, three out of five people in this family had bought life 
insurance. Ah Han's wife explained that buying insurance could safeguard the family 
in case of accidents. Ah Han's wife explained why the daughters were not insured: 
My husband, my son and I have bought life insurance. We've bought it for 
more than six months...This is to protect ourselves against accidents, 
especially when we get old one day. Who will look after my 
children?...We need to spend quite a lot on insurance, each year we need 
to pay more than 13,000 RMB (for three of us), and we also need to spend 
on my children's education and daily expenses...you know, school fees 
cost quite a lot and we aren't rich, therefore we haven't bought life 
insurance for my daughters. 
Ah Han's wife was far-sighted and she knew how insurance could help them if 
one day the family had problems. Such an attitude towards future crisis was not 
common among other villagers. This was because traditionally, the Tian villagers had 
no concept of buying insuranceis. In my research, only twelve villagers from three 
households had bought insurance, representing 14% of the total sample population (see 
Table 14). The purchase of insurance suggests that Ah Han's family could afford some 
basic commodities like telephones, washing machine, rice cookers and radios but they 
preferred not to have them. The next question follows: why did they not buy a life 
insurance package for their daughters? Being poor was not the only reason. Some 
18 As explained by some villagers, they began to be aware of insurance services in recent years. With a 
rise of income level in the 1990s, some villagers could afford to buy insurance. Some villagers said that 
they were more 'modern' and informed about the society and it was necessary to make future plans 
through purchasing insurance services. 
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villagers explained that Ah Han and his wife were traditional towards child-preference, 
emphasizing a son over a daughter. Traditionally, sons were expected to be responsible 
for taking care of the parents economically but not daughters. Also, the daughters 
would marry out one day". Therefore, Ah Han only bought his youngest son insurance 
to compensate against a future loss. 
Ah Han's family was concerned with uncertainty and they chose to buy life 
insurance rather than tangible material goods. Ah Han's case suggests that not all Tian 
villagers were eager to consume material goods in order to enjoy modem lifestyle and 
to define their status. If Ah Han's family could only spend money on either material or 
intangible comforts, they chose to buy life insurance in order to safeguard the family in 
case of unexpected crisis. This was their logic of consumption and negotiating 
modernity. 
Table 14 Purchase of life insurance by Tian villagers as of August 2000 
Total no. of sample size Total no. of sample size that had 
bought life insurance (%) 
No. of household 17 3 (18) 
No. of villagers ^ 12(14) 
• 
5.4 Summary 
To summarize this chapter, I have discussed some major aspects of social life such 
as food, housing, clothes and transportation in order to explore the changing material 
19 See earlier discussion about male preference in Chapter 3. For more detailed discussion, see Potter and 
Potter (1990: 225-250). 
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culture of the Tian villagers. I have illustrated the changes of consumption were a 
response to the socio-economic changes in the face of Chinese modernity. The 
villagers' lifestyle was becoming urban and modem, as they wanted to attain the living 
standard as attained by people in the industrialized world. They were actively using 
their strategies to achieve the goals. Consumption of material goods was one of the 
strategies. By attaining some material comforts, they believed that they were more 
modem and 'civilized' than before. The villagers used sterilizing dish machines as a 
way to show that they were 'civilized'. 
However, the villagers also lived with disappointment when their desires could 
not be fulfilled. For example, they could not travel abroad freely, even if they had 
money. This explains that the villagers were always forced to negotiate modernity at 
different levels due to socio-economic and political constraints. Finally, I have 
discussed Ah Han's case, whose family virtually enjoyed no modern consumer goods 
but they bought themselves life insurance as a strategy of crisis management. This 
example suggests that some might not consume tangible goods to express their 
distinctive ‘modem’ status. They preferred to protect themselves against future risks by 
buying insurance. Nevertheless, one cannot deny that the Tian villagers in general were 
actively negotiating a modem status through consumption in daily activities. 
Negotiating modernity is a daily life process. 
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Ch.6 Conclusion 
In this study, I have focused on how Tian villagers negotiate modernity through 
their daily consumption practices. To the villagers, modernity was a dominant 
discourse of their social life, which they perceived as a goal to attain. The meaning of 
modernity was interpreted as continuous progress in achieving the living standard of 
the modern industrialized societies. The Tian villagers regarded being modern as 
being rich and 'civilized'. Being civilized embraces both the meaning of mental and 
material improvements. The villagers in general enjoyed better material comforts with 
increased income from non-farming activities. To be 'civilized', according to the 
villagers, one should be polite, clean, abide by the law and be reasonable in arguments. 
In this respect, the Tian villagers perceived that they were more modern and 
'civilized' than before. 
The villagers' aspiration for modern lifestyle was expressed vividly through 
consumption. This is similar to Mankekar's (1998:37-38) study about the 'Indianized 
modernity' and consumerism, that is, modern lifestyles are articulated through 
consumerist aspirations and desires. I have shown that the villagers' lifestyle was 
becoming urbanized and modernized, especially in the 1990s. Commodity 
consumption had become a meaning of life among many Tian villagers. Many wished 
to have greater economic power to consume to satisfy their material desires. 
The strong motivation for success was also a response to the national and local 
government initiatives. As discussed in Chapter 2, Xiaolan town has been actively 
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modernizing itself to become a leading industrial and cultural town in China through 
economic development. The local government launched campaigns to encourage the 
Xiaolan people to strive for all-rounded improvement in personal growth, economic 
conditions and living environment 
Furthermore, the influence of mass media is important in the age of globalization. 
I have shown that almost all Tian households had a television set at home and this 
suggested that every one, irrespective of their differences in economic status, gender, 
age and occupation, could have visual access to ‘other’ cultures. Watching Hong 
Kong television programmes had become a part of life. The discourse of modernity 
and lifestyle channeled through Hong Kong television was influential. This showed 
that the transnational culture had increasingly permeated this rural area. The villagers 
received the global messages and interpreted the meanings at the local level, and this 
was essential for us to understand their attitudes. 
I have argued that these influences invoked and incited villagers' desires for 
striving for a modern lifestyle through material goods. As Mankekar (1998:38) writes, 
‘when dreams for modernity were woven into yearnings for modern lifestyles, 
viewing subjects became interpellated by consumerist fantasies that were part of 
transnational circuits of desire.' The villagers in contemporary rural China 
encountered global capitalism and desired for having a ‘modern’ lifestyle through the 
acquisition of material goods. This was a realization of consumerism, modernity and 
globalization. 
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I have been investigating the villagers' consumption practices and perceptions 
carefully in order to avoid generalization and oversimplification. In this study, I have 
explored the facets of life, in search for both commonalties and differences in order to 
refine my work more comprehensively and objectively. During my fieldwork, I 
observed a striking generation difference in consumption among the villagers. I found 
that the older and younger villagers had different views towards modernity and life 
satisfaction, which impacted their ways of consumption. 
Generally, the older villagers were more satisfied with their lives and were less 
materialistic. In Chapter 3,1 have analyzed that this difference was due to the 
world-view, which was shaped by their life experience. The older people had 
experienced real hardships in the pre-reform era, and many thought that their present 
life was too good to believe. 
However, the younger villagers were energetic and confident in striving for a 
better life as they grew up in the dramatic changing socio-economic environment in 
the 1980s and 1990s, which was a period of opportunities and challenges for better 
livelihood. They were looking forward to economic success. The younger villagers 
were also more concerned with constructing their lifestyles; this was a question of 
self-identity. We could see that these young villagers were active in consuming 
commodities to present themselves, such as dining at romantic 'western' restaurants 
and using stylish Nokia mobile phones. This supports Bourdieu's (1984) and Veblen's 
(1899) (quoted in Bocock 1993) arguments that some people conspicuously consume 
in order to define their status. Consumption is then a tool to (re)produce social 
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differences and inequality. 
One should not forget that economic constraint shapes people's consuming 
patterns and behavior. The continuous socio-economic and political changes of the 
society brought economic opportunities to people. Some villagers were more 
successful in seeking opportunities than others. In my household survey, the richest 
household earned more than RMB 50,000 yuan per month, whereas some earned only 
2,000 RMB. The disparity among villagers was growing significantly and the 
differences were seen in their consumption behavior. For example, the size and 
decoration of houses, and the means of transportation signify the economic power of 
the households. Nevertheless, all villagers were striving for a 'modern' status in the 
process of negotiating. 
In general, the rising income allowed many villagers to choose their modern 
lifestyles among diversified options. For example, currently there were shops and 
department stores offering a wide range of consumer goods and services in Xiaolan 
town. All these provided a chance for the villagers to acquire a heterogeneous lifestyle. 
The once simple, deprived, and homogeneous village life was gone, and replaced by 
modernity. 
At another level, we can note that the lifestyle of the rural and urban people is 
getting closer. Many Tian villagers felt happy to stay in the village because they were 
enjoying the modem way of life as much as those living in the urban area. They did 
not desire an urban household status any more. Zhou & Zhang (1997:97) have the 
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same findings from their study of some Guangdong villages. They also note that many 
rural people who have moved to the urban areas want to move back to rural areas. We 
can argue that the villagers' contacts with the outside world are a ‘homogenizing’ 
process. Having McDonald's food in Xiaolan is an example of the globalization of 
taste. The villagers were enjoying a 'fragmented' lifestyle that was characterized by 
mixed cultures. Opposing cultures confront and strike to homogenize others. I see this 
as a daily activity, that is, the villagers actually deal with modernity in their daily life. 
The study of Tian villagers suggests some important implications for 
understanding the rural life in the South China region. There is still a range of issues 
that I have not covered in detail but worth further investigation. For example, in this 
rapidly changing environment, what kind of lifestyles would the young children live 
when they grow up? In the study, I have observed that the power relation between 
parents and children has become more equal. This challenges the centrality and 
superiority of parent-son relationship in traditional Chinese families. What do the 
parents think and how do they adjust to such changes? What will this power relation 
be like in the future? Yan (1997) concludes the power between parents and sons is 
becoming more equal in a north Chinese village, which is transforming the family 
institution. Is this argument also applicable to Tian village? Many Tian villagers are in 
fact having a rather urbanized lifestyle though they hold farmer household status. It is 
pertinent to argue if they should be still considered as farmers. 
'Chinese modernity' is a subjective social reality perceived by the Tian villagers 
under the popular discourse of wealth, progress (jeun bouh) and 'civilization'. This 
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study shows how the villagers actively constructed their imagined model of modernity. 
I see this dynamic process as negotiating modernity. As 'modernity' was defined by 
wealth and material consumption, the villagers were forced to confront and negotiate 
levels of progress through material goods. Goods signify the economic and social 
success of the Tian villagers in the search for modernity. Consumption is a cultural 
process through which people define themselves by negotiating modernity. 
Nevertheless, I am conscious that this study merely provides one vision of the 
nature of modernity. It is important to explore more fully what makes the Chinese 
villagers feel so strongly about becoming modern. Also, what do other people in 
China such as the elites, government officials, big city dwellers perceive and react to 
the current discourse of modernity? Rofel (1999: 9) reminds us that Chinese 
modernity is 'neither a purely localized matter nor a mere instantiation of a universal 
discourse，。She further argues that, modernity exists 'as a repeatedly deferred 
enactment marked by discrepant desires that continually replace one another in an 
effort to achieve material and moral parity with the West' (Rofel 1999: 9-10). In this 
sense, modernity is much more complicated than we have thought. I believe it is 
timely to explore some local practices of negotiating modernity in places like China in 
order to provide some cultural clues to understand the issue. A more global 
perspective that investigates the historical paths and interactions between China and 
the world may help to understand better the underlying politics of the pursuit of 
modernity. 
This study of Tian village shows that modernity is an objective reality and it is 
1 3 5 
largely influenced by global culture and economy. The Tian villagers aspire for wealth, 
material goods and technological advancement, etc., in order to be as 'modern' as 
those in the industrialized world. However, I have also discussed modernity as an 
experiential process. The villagers negotiate modernity with their own subjectivities 
as their strivings for modernity is very much constrained by their ability to acquire 
modern things and facilities. Also, they have their own interpretations of modernity. 
Thus, there are different versions of modernity. 
My use of the concept of 'negotiation' helps to bridge objective modernity and 
subjective views of modernity. The emergence of the Xingbao Shopping Centre, 
modern houses and western restaurants show that the people in Xiaolan can now enjoy 
a ‘modern’ and western lifestyle which is dramatically different from the traditional 
village society. These are some objective facts of modernity. On the other hand, the 
meaning of modernity is subjectively perceived by the local people, and this ‘reality， 
of modernity must be contextually analyzed and studied. The perception of modernity 
by the Tian villagers as being rich and ‘civilized，may be different from those of the 
French and Americans. The Tian villagers try to attain the objective aspect of 
modernity, but their strivings for it is determined by their subjective views of 
modernity and their ability to acquire it. In this pursuit of modernity, they have to 
‘negotiate’ with their own aspirations and purchasing power. In other words, 
negotiating modernity is both an objective reality and a subjective experience. 
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Appendix 
List of Chinese Characters 
A. Mandarin 
cunwei hui 丰寸委會 
cunzhen jianshe shifanzhen 丰寸鎮建設範鎮 
Dongfeng 東鳳 
fu er sixue, xue er sijin 富而思、學，學而思、進 
guanli qu 管理區 
guojia weishengzhen 國家偉 1 生鎮 
jianshe shidian 建設試點 
jingshen 禾南帝申 
kaifa 開發 
kai wenming che, xing wenming lu 開文明車 , f r文明路 
keji cheng 科技城 
Hang si 兩思 
quanguo cunzhen jianshe xianjinzhen 全國村鎭建設先進鎭 
quanguo jingshen wenming shifanzhen 全國半青示申文明不SS鎮 
Shiqi 石岐 一 
suwei erxing MiiM^l' 
tuanjie, qiushi, pinho, fengxian 團糸吉， 求實，拼搏，奉獻 
yi shi zhu xing 衣食住行 
yiwu jiaoyu 義務教育 
Yongning 永寧 
wenming hu 文明戶 
wu li xiang gui, ren li xiang jian 物離鄉貴，人離鄉賤 
xiang 鄉 
Xiaolan zhen 小欖鎭 
xiaoye 宵夜 
Zhongguo huamu zhi xiang 中國花木之鄉 
Zhongguo xiangzhen zhi xing 中國鄉鎭之星 
Zhongshanshi weishengcun 中山市衛生村 
B. Cantonese 
bak gu 北夕古 
cheut mihn daaih ha chihn wan 出面大把錢搵 
chihn 錢 
dauhfuh fa 丑腐花 
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gcii 雞 
gong douh leih 講道理 
Gwongdung yahn 廣東入 
Heui 去 
Hou 好 
Jeui chaam haih lohk hauh 
Jeun bouh Jfil 
Jin 斤 
Longyan 育•眼 
mahn mihng 文明 
mouh ji gaak 無資格 
muih beng '煤倉幷 
ngh hahn sihk 口吾 1、艮"ft 
ngh haih sihng yaht dou yauh chihn wan 口吾{系日者 
ngh ji sei 唔知死 
ngoh dihk ®白勺 




sai chaan dou meih sihk gwo? gaau cho a? 西餐者未食過？ 搞錯啊？ 
She wui hoifong 
Sihk joih Gwongdung 食在廣東 
tingau 天九 
wan sihk fm^ 
yahn 人 
yauh mahn fa 有文化 
yi fuhk dou ngh do yat gihn 衣月艮都口吾多一件 
yuh gwo yauh chihn yahn bin kuhng yahn, 如果有錢人變窮人， 
bat yuh si jo heui 口歹 
138 
Bibliography 
Anderson, Eugene N. Jr. and M. L. Anderson 
1977 “Modern China: South." In K. C. Chang, ed., Food in Chinese Culture, 
pp.317-382. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
Appadurai, Arjun 
1986 "Introduction: Commodities and The Politics of Value." In Arjun Appadurai, 
ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, 
pp.3-63. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
1990 "Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy." In Mike 
Featherstone, ed., Global Culture: Nationalism, Globalization and 
Modernity, pp.295-310. London: Sage. 
Ash, Robert F. 
1998 "Challenges and Opportunities Facing the Rural Sector in China." In Joseph 
Y. S. Cheng, ed., China Review 1998, pp.431-453. Hong Kong: The 
Chinese University Press. 
Baudrillard, Jean 
1981 For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign. USA: Telos Press. 
1988 Selected Writings. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Beck, Ulrich 
1992 Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity. London: Sage. 
Bocock, Robert 
1993 Consumption. London: Routledge. 
Bourdieu, Pierre 
1977 Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
1984 Distinction: A Social Judgement of Taste. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 
Chan, Anita, Richard Madsen, and Jonathan linger 
1992 Chen Village: Under Mao and Deng, expanded and updated edition. 
Berkeley: California University Press. 
Chang, Kwang Chih 
1977 "Introduction." In K. C. Chang, ed., Food in Chinese Culture, pp. 1-22. N e w 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
Chen, Wenxiang 陳文祥 
1998 Jucheng qingyuan 菊城f青緣（Chrysanthemum Town)�Hong Kong: Jinling 
shushe. 
139 
Cheung, Fanny et al. 
1996 "Chinese Personality and Social Change." In Maurice Brosseau, Suzanne 
Pepper and Tsang Shu-ki, eds., China Review 1996, pp.343-366. Hong 
Kong: Chinese University Press. 
Cohen, Abner 
1974 Two-Dimensional Man: An Essay on Anthropology of Power and 
Symbolism in Complex Societies. London: Tavistock. 
Douglas, Mary and Baron Isherwood 
1979 The World of Goods. London: Allen Lane. 
Eisenstadt, Shmuel Noah 
2000 Multiple Modernities in an Age of Globalization. Seminar presented at 
Sociology Department, The Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
Fei, Xiaotong 費考通 
1985 Lun xiao chengzhen ji 侖]、城鎭及其他(A Study on Small Towns and 
Others)�Tianjin: Remin chubanshe. 
1999 Fei Xiaotong wenji di 14y而"費考通文集，第 14卷（A Collection of 
Papers by Fei Xiaotong, Volume 14)�Beijing: Quanyan chubanshe. 
Foster, George M. 
1965 “Peasant Society and the Image of Limited Good." American 
Anthropologist 67: 293-315 
Foucault, Michel 
1990 The History of Sexuality: An Introduction. US: Vintage Books. 
1995 Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. US: Vintage Books. 
Giddens, Anthony 
1984 The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
1990 The Consequences of Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
1991 Modernity & Self-identity. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
2000 Runaway World: How Globalization is Reshaping Our Lives. New York: 
Routledge. 
Gillette, Maris Boyd 
2000 Between Mecca and Beijing: Modernization and Consumption among 
Urban Chinese Muslims. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 
Halbrendt, Catherine and Francis Tuan 
1994 "Rural Chinese Food Consumption: The Case of Guangdong." American 
Journal of Agricultural Economics 76(4): 794-799. 
140 
Hannerz, Ulf 
1996 Transnational Connections: Culture, People, Places. London and New York: 
Routledge. 
Hanson, Allan 
1989 “The Making of the Maori: Culture Invention and Its Logic." American 
Anthropologist 91(4): 890-902. 
Jin, Yaoji 金耀基 ’ 
1992 Zhongguo shehui yu wenhua 中國社會與文化(The Chinese Society and 
Culture)�Hong Kong: Oxford University Press. 
Jun, Jing, ed. 
2000 Feeding China's Little Emperors: Food, Children, and Social Change. 
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 
Johnson, Graham E, 
1993 "Family Strategies and Economic Transformation in Rural China: Some 
Evidence from the Pearl River Delta." In Deborah Davis & Stevan Harrell, 
eds., Chinese Families in the Post-Mao Era, pp.103-36. CA: University of 
California Press. 
1995 "Continuity and Transformation in the Pearl River Delta: Hong Kong ’s 
Impact on Its Hinterland." In R. Kwok and A. So, eds., The Hong Kong 
-Guangdong Link, pp.64-86. Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe. 
1997 "Links to and through South China: Local, Regional and Global 
Connections." In G. Postiglione & L Tang，eds., Hong Kong's Reunion with 
China, pp.123-46. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press. 
Johnson, Graham E. and Woon Yuen Fong 
1997 "Rural Development Patterns in Post-Mao China: The Pearl River Delta 
Region in the 1990s." Development and Change 28: 731-54. 
Johnson, Kirk 
2000 Television and Social Change in Rural India. New Delhi: Sage. 
Levenstein, Harvey 
1985 ‘‘The American Response to Italian Food, 1880-1930." Food and Foodway 
1(1): 1-24. 
Liu, Mengyu 劉孟宇,ed. 
1994 Nanyue beizhen Xiaolan7•逝南粵百鎭小欖卷（Xiaolan)�Guangdong: 
Guangdong xiezuo xuehui. 
Lury, Celia 
1996 Consumer Culture. New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press. 
1 4 1 
Mankekar, Purnima 
1998 "Entangled Spaces of Modernity: The Viewing Family, the Consuming 
Nation, and Television in India." Visual Anthropology Review 14(2): 32-45. 
Marx, Karl 
1978 “Capital, Volume 1” In Robert C. Tucker, ed., The Marx-Engels Reader, 
Second edition, pp.294-438. New York: Norton. 
McQueen, Humprey 
1997 "Repressive Pluralism." In David Y. H. Wu, H, McQueen, & Y. Yasushi, 
eds., Emerging Pluralism in Asia and the Pacific, pp.3-27. Hong Kong: The 
Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
Mennell, Stephen, A. Murcott and A. H. Van Otterloo 
1992 The Sociology of Food: Eating, Diet and Culture. London: Sage. 
Meyrowitz, Joshua 
1985 No Sense of Place: The Impact of Electronic Media on Social Behaviour. 
NY: Oxford University Press. 
Miller, Cynthia J. 
1998 "The Social Impacts of Televised Media among the Yucatec Maya." 
Human Organization 57(3): 307-314. 
Miller, Daniel 
1987 Material Culture and Mass Consumption. Oxford: Blackwell. 
1997 "Consumption and Its Consequences." In Hugh Mackay, ed., Consumption 
and Everyday Life, pp.13-64. London: Sage. 
Mills, Mary Beth 
1996 “Contesting the Margins of Modernity: Women, Migration, and 
Consumption in Thailand." American Ethnologist 24(1):37-61. 
Mintz, Sidney W. and Chee-Beng Tan 
2001 "Bean-Curd Consumption in Hong Kong". Ethnology 40(2):113-128. 
Mok, Ka-ho 
1995 "Prosperity without Equality: An Examination of the Socio-political 
Impacts of Structural Modification of Post-Mao Society." In Linda Wong & 
S. MacPherson, eds., Social Change and Social Policy in Contemporary 
China, pp.140-165. UK: Avebury. 
Mouzelis, Nicos 
1999 "Modernity: A Non-European Conceptualization." British Journal of 
Sociology 50(1): 141-159. 
1 4 2 
Oakes, Tim 
1998 Tourism and Modernity in China. London: Routledge. 
Ong, Aihwa 
1996 "Anthropology, China and Modernities: The Geopolitics of Cultural 
Knowledge." In Henrietta Moore, ed., The Future of Anthropological 
Knowledge, pp.60-92. London: Routledge. 
Ortner, Sherry 
1984 "Theory in Anthropology since the Sixties." Comparative Studies in Society 
and History 26:126-166. 
Pendergrast, Mark 
1993 For God, Country and Coca-Cola. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson. 
Potter, Sulamith H. and Jack M. Potter 
1990 China Peasants: The Anthropology of a Revolution. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Qin, Deqing 覃德淸 _ 
1997 “Bianqian zhong de huanan chashan shehuijingji yu wenhua^MM^ 
茶山社會經濟與文化(Social Economic and Culture Change in Chashan, 
South China)." In Huang Shuping, ed., A Collection of Investigation 
Reports of the Research on Guangdong Regional Ethnicity, pp. 127-148. 
Guangzhou: Guangdong Higher Education Press. 
Ritzer, George 
1993 The McDonaldization of Society: An Investigation into the Changing 
Character of Contemporary Social Life. California: Pine Forge Press. 
Rofel, Lisa 
1992 ‘‘Rethinking Modernity: Space and Factory Discipline in China." Cultural 
Anthropology 7(1): 93-114. 
1999 Other Modernities. Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California 
Press. 
Skair, Leslie 
1995 "The Culture-Ideology of Consumerism in Urban China: Some Findings 
from a Survey in Shanghai." In Russell Belk, et al, eds., Consumption in 
Marketing Societies. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 
Siu, Helen F. 
1990 "Recycling Tradition: Culture, History, and Political Economy in the 
Chrysanthemum Festivals of South China." Journal of Comparative Study 
of Society and History 324:765-794. 
Slater, Don 
1998 Consumer Culture and Modernity. Cambridge, UK: Polity. 
143 
Tobin, Joseph J., ed. 
1992 Re-Made in Japan: Everyday Life and Consumer Taste in a Changing 
Society. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
Veblen, Thorstein 
1899 The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions. N e w 
York: Mentor. 
Waters, Malcolm, ed. 
1999 Modernity: Critical Concepts, Volume I. London and New York: 
Routledge. 
Watson, James L., ed. 
1997 Golden Arches East: McDonald's in East Asia. California: Stanford 
University Press. 
Watson, James L. 
2000 "China's Big Mac Attack." Foreign Affairs 79(3): 120-134. 
Yan, Yunxiang 
1994 "Dislocation, Reposition and Restratification: Structural Changes in Chinese 
Society." In Maurice Brosseau et al, eds., China Review 1994. pp. 
15.1-15.24. Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press. 
1997 “The Triumph of Conjugality: Structural Transformation of Family 
Relations in a Chinese Village." Ethnology 36(3): 191-212. 
Yuan, Sun Bong, Law Si Lam and Ho Yuk Ying 阮新邦，羅沛霖，賀玉英 
2000 Hunyin, xingbie yu xing: yige dangdai zhongguo nongcun de kaochai^M. 
1生別與丨生：一個當代中國農村的考察（Marriage, Gender and Sex: A 
Study of a Contemporary Chinese V i l l a g e ) �N e w Jersey, US: Global 
Publishing Co. 
Zhou, Darning and Zhang Yingqiang 
1998 ‘‘Rural Urbanization in Guangdong's Pearl River Delta." In Gregory Eliyu 
Guldin, ed., Farewell to Peasant China: Rural Urbanization and Social 
Change in the Late Twentieth Century, pp. 71-122. New York: M.E. Sharpe. 
1 4 4 
： � 。：：".；：:： ‘• •.. 
「：•:"、"•••:/、、：(：：、• .、 . 
::::：：? “、‘ ；:.:”.、.•• ： , •. . • • • ... . � . - . ‘ . . , 
» • - . • • 
、-,-.’、.-
F...、.':‘‘. 
^ . ^ -
ir . 
f . .  :r . . 
• . • 
p‘.i r: . . . . . . . . . 、 
. • • : • . . . . . . . . . : . . . 
？ ..: . • .. •‘ • -； . I : : " � . . 
b:::f。:::,、.::、::.. .. .1 : ： 
::..:::‘;:,::：，、....•:.....: ...:...: ..‘‘ - � 
+•• ；„••• •.•.；••.•• ••' • • ••.••... . . . . . . . •‘ 
：,-ji,', . . - . _ V , . . • ‘ ‘ . • 
CUHK L i b r a r i e s 
• •3fl7mMM 
